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DOWN AND DIRTY PICTURES

“Peter Biskind captures his era as John Dunne did that of the Zanucks. . . . In Down and Dirty Pictures, Biskind takes on the movie industry of the 1990s and again gets the story.”

—Frank Rich, The New York Times

“If Down and Dirty Pictures is valuable as business history, it’s an absolute treasure as a comedy of manners. A gifted reporter, Peter Biskind convinces nearly everyone in the industry to talk. . . . Harvey Weinstein’s charming social style is abundantly on view in Biskind’s story.”

—Jonathan V. Last, The Wall Street Journal

“Absurdly entertaining. . . . [Biskind’s] tone is buoyant as he skims through the history of the last fifteen years of the independent-film movement. . . . world-class dish; [Biskind] knows how to sprinkle the deep-fried nuggets along the trail to keep you happily moving along.”

—Dwight Garner, The New York Times

“Dishy, teeming, superbly reported. . . . packed with lively inside anecdotes. . . .Down and Dirty Pictures is littered with tales of Weinstein’s atrocious misbehavior.”

—Owen Gleiberman, Entertainment Weekly

“Biskind—whose last book, Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, chronicled how the sex-drugs-and-rock generation revolutionized 1970s cinema—has done some exploratory surgery on the underbelly of the indie-film scene and found it has plenty of ulcers. . . . As for Biskind . . . one thing seems certain: he’ll never eat lunch in Tribeca again.”

—Jeffrey Ressner, Time

“Sensationally entertaining.”

—Patrick Goldstein, Los Angeles Times

“A lively, sprawling, uncut saga of the indie-film movement of the 1990s.”

—Marc Gunther, Fortune

“While the first Sundance sales were brewing, festgoers had plenty to discuss thanks to Peter Biskind’s just-published Down and Dirty Pictures: Miramax, Sundance, and the Rise of Independent Film. While no one is eager to be seen with the book in public, the only people who don’t have a copy in their condos are those who finished it before they got on a plane.”

—Dana Harris and Cathy Dunkley, Daily Variety

“In other ways, Sundance 2004 is far more muted than earlier incarnations. The shadow of Peter Biskind’s tell-all Down and Dirty Pictures: Miramax, Sundance, and the Rise of Independent Film hangs over the proceedings. In his remarks before the opening night screening of the surf documentary Riding Giants, Robert Redford (whom Biskind portrays as a passive-aggressive control freak) wanly joked that he was off to a book signing with Miramax’s Harvey Weinstein.”

—Ty Burr, Boston Globe

“The book is dense yet quick-paced, witty and endlessly amusing, and must reading for any cinephile.”

—Phil Villarreal, Arizona Daily Star/Scripps Howard News Service

“[Down and Dirty Pictures] is the second of two wild, racy, informal Biskind histories (the first was Easy Riders, Raging Bulls) which, taken together, will comprise, for quite a while, the definitive history of just about everything good that happened to American movies in the last thirty-five years. . . . riveting, revelatory and even rollicking about the weird dungeons-and-dragons world of the modern movie business.”

—Jeff Simon, The Buffalo News

“As in Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, his account of Hollywood in the 1970s, Biskind shrewdly shows a vanguard becoming the establishment.”

—The New Yorker

“Because of all the outrageous behavior on display within the pages of this provocative and enthralling book, one might easily confuse the movie business with a junior high playground. . . . But the descriptions of such appalling behavior, by nearly everyone involved, make Down and Dirty Pictures the irresistible read that it is.”

—Greg Changnon, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“It’s a rollicking account of the period from 1989 to the present day when a group of entrepreneurs led by Harvey and Bob Weinstein of Miramax, and legitimised by the earnest work of Robert Redford’s Sundance Institute, took on Hollywood and won, only then to become infected by the very studio mentality they had set out to defeat. . . . a gloriously bitchy account of Robert Redford and his Sundance Institute. . . . But the meat of the narrative lies in its description of Miramax’s Harvey Weinstein, a food-addicted beast, rampaging across the film world. . . . All good dirty fun.”

—Jay Rayner, The Guardian (London and Manchester)

“In the tradition of producer Jane Hamsher’s Killer Instinct or William Goldman’s Adventures in the Screen Trade, Peter Biskind’s Down and Dirty Pictures offers an insider’s take on the movie business. Biskind’s description of the deals, the steals, the threats, and the sheer lunacy of filmmaking makes for a page-turner. It’s a gossipy, behind-the-scenes account of the infighting and freewheeling deal-making that characterized indie film in the go-go ’90s.”

—Linda Dibattista, The Orlando Sentinel (Florida)

“Compulsively readable.”

—Greg Kilday, The Hollywood Reporter

“[Biskind] has written a nuanced and thoroughly researched history of the independent-film movement that came of age in the 1990s. . . . Down and Dirty Pictures is a smart, funny, and depressing insider’s look at the workings of a messy business. Peter Biskind deftly weaves money-shot quotes into the back story and has an eye for the perfect anecdote.”

—Christopher Carbone, New York Observer

“Gritty, ferocious, compulsively readable. . . . Above all, Biskind conveys a key truth: the Weinsteins and Redford, whatever their personal imperfections, possess courage and a deep, overwhelming love of film.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Scandalously entertaining. . . . scrupulously researched, compulsively readable. . . . reminding you once again there’s no business as dirty as show business.”

—Rene Rodriguez, The Miami Herald

“544 juicy, combative pages, most of it, remarkably, ‘on the record.’ . . . behind-the-scenes deals and backroom maneuvering . . . infighting and back-stabbing . . . all are the hallmark and meat of Down and Dirty Pictures. . . . [Biskind] invites us to sit back and watch—not the films, but the players and the changes in them, changes that would affect the films themselves.”

—Joe Baltake, The Sacramento Bee

“An entertaining, gossip-packed swim through the shark-infested waters of the ’90s independent film boom. . . . a vivid ‘you are there’ story of the indie world’s deal making, backstabbing, and general dysfunction. Almost everyone here, from the big bosses to the hungry directors to rising stars, comes off as certifiable.”

—Chris Vognar, Dallas Morning News

“In Down and Dirty Pictures, [Biskind] has once again done a miraculous job of finding the people who know the dirt and getting them to spill it.”

—Bruce Newman, San Jose Mercury News

“Deliciously gossipy.”

—Stefan Sullivan, The Washington Times

“Down and Dirty Pictures might make Biskind the Salman Rushdie of Hollywood lit.”

—Robin Vaughan, Boston Herald

“A beautifully researched, scathing look—and indictment—at a decade in which independent film went from the respectable fringes to the blah mainstream. It’s an immeasurably enjoyable, hard-to-put-down book. Biskind may be the best writer on the movies that we have; he has the uncanny ability to turn film history into deliciously hot gossip.”

—Peter Neil Nason, The Tampa Tribune
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Preface

This book is a sequel, of sorts, to Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, my history of that exuberant, fecund decade, the 1970s, that gave us the so-called New Hollywood—a wave of mostly film school–educated kids who, under the influence of drugs, European cinema, and the antiwar movement, exploited a nearly bankrupt studio system to produce the best American films of the second half of the century. The New Hollywood lasted a scant ten years or less, but it left a rich legacy, not the least of which is a loose collection of spiritual and aesthetic heirs, collectively known as the “independents.”

“Independent film” brings to mind noble concepts like “integrity,” “vision,” “self-expression,” and “sacrifice.” It evokes the image of struggling young filmmakers maxing out their credit cards to pay their actors and crews, who work long hours for little or no compensation because they believe in what they’re doing. As Quentin Tarantino puts it, “Independent filmmakers don’t make money. They’ll spend all the money they have to make the movie. Money they don’t have. Their parents’ money, steal money, go into debt for the rest of their lives. The movie can be as good as it’s gonna be, or as bad as it’s gonna be, but it’s theirs.”

Although there is more than a little truth to this conventional notion, it’s important to remember that it’s not the whole truth. Life in the indie world can be nasty, brutish, and short. It was once said, if Hollywood is like the Mafia, indies are like the Russian mob. In both cases, the bad guys will cap the good guys, but in Hollywood they do it with a certain degree of finesse—they send a basket of fruit over for your assistant afterward—while the indies just whack you—and your wife and kids for good measure. In the studio world, you’re imprisoned in a gilded cage. In the indie world, you’re in the hole, which is darker, dirtier, and a lot smaller. With less at stake, fewer spoils, little food and water, the fighting is all the more ferocious, and when times are tough, the rats (let’s be nice—the mice) feed on one another. And because there’s no place to run, there’s neither respite nor recourse. People get away with even worse behavior than they do in Hollywood.

In Easy Riders, Raging Bulls, the challenge was to hack a path through the thicket of embroidered memory, recollections encrusted by legend, tall tales that had been told so often they enjoyed the ring of truth. Here, in resurrecting the 1990s, the enemy is hydra-headed: lies, fear, and lack of historical perspective. The disconnect between appearance, as it is presented in the media, and the reality of what actually occurs behind the scenes is as great in Hollywood as it is in Washington, if not greater, because the high glamour of the movie industry—even the lowly indies—lies on entertainment reporting like a blanket, smothering whatever errant inclinations to poke about that may emerge now and then, while at the same time, the issues at stake lack the gravitas that ignites, at least occasionally, the ambitions of political journalists. Moreover, Hollywood stories have an internal life cycle that conspires against disclosure. They begin in conflict, and if a journalist is lucky enough to catch an angry player in the heat of battle, the truth may out. But no matter what atrocities have occurred on the set or in the editing room, by the time the release date rolls around, the concerned parties have been convinced that public airing of dirty laundry helps no one and achieves nothing, least of all for the picture, protection of which is front and center. The principals, who may have been ripping out one another’s aortas just weeks before, appear on television, smiling and tidied up, fielding softball questions lobbed by Allison Anchor, sounding like those robotic sports figures who mumble, modestly, “I’m just taking it one game at a time,” or, “My opponent, he’s a real competitor.” If the picture bombs, nobody cares how much blood was spilled making it; if it does well, success—Oscar nominations, big grosses—makes lovebirds of them all. In both cases, the truth becomes a casualty of the calendar, old news, swept aside by the next big release.

Miramax, and to a lesser extent Sundance, dominate this story, as they do the indie world. Many filmmakers (in mid-career) and staffers interviewed for this book were reluctant to speak the truth about either. The Sundance Film Festival in January is the most important event on the indie calendar. Filmmakers arrange their shooting schedules so that their films will be out of the lab in time to be seen by festival director Geoff Gilmore the preceding fall. There are other festivals—Telluride, Toronto et al.—but Sundance is far and away the foremost showcase for indie films, the best place to see and be seen, to rub shoulders with Hollywood honchos and network with peers. Again, Tarantino, speaking about submitting Reservoir Dogs: “I’ve never had anything in my life like that, the fever of, Are we gonna get in, are we gonna get in, are we gonna get in, like every American independent filmmaker, sweating and growing bald, thinking about it.” If you’re turned down, it’s back to the convenience store or social work school. Moreover, if you cross Sundance, you won’t be able to take advantage of the labs or the tender loving care it offers. Even though Robert Redford’s record as the jefe of the institute has been checkered at best, he has rarely known bad press, especially after he was first able to wrap himself in the Sundance banner. Except once, in 1991, when yours truly wrote a critical article that was published in Premiere magazine. Even though I was able to interview him at that time, Redford, who has a long memory and holds on to grudges like a drowning man, refused to cooperate with this book, and more or less blocked my access to at least one key person who works for him.

Then there’s Miramax, run by the Weinstein brothers, Harvey and Bob. They have a reputation for brilliance, but also for malice and brutality. Even though, properly speaking, Miramax is not an indie, it was at one time, and until very recently bestrode that world like the proverbial colossus. Questions about Harvey Weinstein tend to elicit stock responses, like, “He’s passionate about movies,” or, “He may be difficult, but he’s all about the work,” accompanied by rolling of the eyeballs. So while there are many, many attributed quotes in this book, there are unattributed ones as well. Weinstein likes to go on in the press about the unattributed quote, implying that it is the last refuge of the scoundrel, a dagger wielded under cover of night. And it’s true that in a perfect world, sources would freely speak out—without fear of retribution. But unfortunately, we don’t live in a perfect world.

Each year Miramax releases as many films as a couple of studios combined. By virtue of the volume of its output, it is by far the largest employer of above-the-line talent and below-the-line crew in New York City, and it has a significant presence in Los Angeles as well. Staffers are afraid that if they talk they will lose their jobs and find themselves blackballed from future employment. Directors fear that if they put themselves on the Weinsteins’ bad side, they won’t be handed that next hot Nicole Kidman film, or any film at all. Writers wonder if they’ll be able to sell their latest script, actors worry that they won’t be hired for the coveted role in the upcoming Lasse Hallström picture. As director James Ivory puts it, “A lot of people are afraid to speak out. Directors, actors and actresses, and other people who eventually might end up in his hands again, might want to make another movie with him even though they’ve had a bad experience; they’re not going to talk.” The Coen brothers, perhaps the quintessential indie team working today, recently produced a picture called Bad Santa set up at Bob Weinstein’s Miramax division, Dimension, starring Billy Bob Thornton and directed by Terry Zwigoff (Crum, Ghost World). After some ugly disputes, Bob took the film away from Zwigoff and had a different director reshoot the ending. (Zwigoff subsequently returned to the picture.) The Coens, one or both, reportedly remarked, dourly, “We’ve spent our whole careers avoiding Miramax, and this is the reason.” The brothers generally approach the press like a patient under a dentist’s drill, but they have been unusually closemouthed, even for them. Would he care to confirm the remark? “No comment,” says Ethan Coen. Would he care to comment on Bad Santa? “No.” Would he care to comment after the picture is out? “No.” Would it make sense to talk to Joel? “No.” While many badmouth the Weinsteins in private, it’s the rare filmmaker who will say, like Spike Lee, “I’ll speak my mind. I’m not scared a’ that fat fuck, he can’t whiteball me out of the industry.”

The Weinsteins have been quick to sue or threaten to sue people who cross them. When a key staffer leaves the company, or when the brothers settle a lawsuit, the severance or settlement terms, like those that Sundance imposes, often contain gag clauses, prohibiting people from speaking out. And when the Weinsteins get wind of a critical article in the offing, or hear that someone has broken the code of omertà, Miramax publicists rise from their desks like a swarm of locusts, and have been known to employ intimidation before the fact and/or spin control after. They are particularly skilled in turning bad news into good. Talk magazine failed? Lost the company $27 million? It allowed Harvey to “return to [his] roots.” Gangs of New York hemorrhaged money? Miramax can’t lose; its exposure is limited to $15 million. MGM, partnered with Miramax on Cold Mountain, suddenly pulls out because it fears the budget is heading north, leaving the already hard-pressed mini-major with a $90 million hot potato? No problem. As sole owner, Miramax will make more money. The Lizzie Grubman of the movie business, Harvey is like a drunk driver who jumps the curb, maims a few pedestrians, swerves crazily back into traffic, and screeches to a halt inches from a stroller, whereupon he leaps out, grabs the baby and holds it up for everyone to see as he takes credit for saving its life.

The Weinsteins’ complaints about unattributed quotes are disingenuous at best. Their early career was built crusading against censorship, but their attitude now seems to be free speech for themselves, silence for everyone else. Despite Harvey’s close identification with the Democratic Party, or the liberal message movies the brothers produce that preach abortion rights, like The Cider House Rules, or tolerance, like Chocolat, free speech seems to stop at the Miramax door.

But the Weinsteins are too smart to rely solely on the stick. They dangle the carrot as well, occasionally flying favored editors about in the Miramax jet, winning hearts and minds with elaborate parties, flattering journalists with early screenings and courting their opinions. Over the last decade, the brothers have become adept at having their way with the press. In 1991, when I was working at Premiere magazine, I was asked to write an investigative piece about the brothers, who even then were notorious for their outré behavior. Before I had made a single phone call, Miramax had agitated the publisher by threatening to withdraw its advertising from the magazine, and the next thing I knew, Harvey was writing columns for Premiere and I was his editor. The hard-hitting exposé? Forgotten.

When I was in the middle of this book—happily laboring away, I thought, under the radar—I received a call summoning me to the third floor of 375 Greenwich—the Miramax office—for a meeting with the brothers. Harvey was unhappy. I had told him that I wasn’t going to pry into his private life—the 1990s were not, after all, the 1970s; drugs, sex, and rock ’n’ roll were not creative stimulants or career busters as they were then—but he had received word from his network of informants who curry favor with him by picking up the phone and conveying what they’ve heard that I was nosing about.

The Miramax offices are a disconcerting place. There are plenty of smart, good-hearted people there, like Matthew Hiltzik, VP of corporate publicity, and some of them have been associated with Miramax for years, like marketing maven Arthur Manson, a distinguished-looking man with a mane of white hair who is beloved in the industry, or Irwin Reiter, a CPA and fifteen-year veteran of the company, whose shy smile and open face make him instantly likable. I found myself thinking, If these guys work here, it can’t be as bad as legend has it. But then there are the others, the ones with heads bowed over their desks who look up long enough to shoot furtive glances full of mute appeal like messages stuffed in bottles thrown into the sea. The place reminded me of those old movies, like The Desperate Hours, where a psycho holds a family hostage, and when the cops finally show up at the door and ask the quaking mother, “Everything okay, ma’am?” she plasters a smile on her face and hisses through clenched teeth, “Everything’s fine, officer,” while her eyes scream otherwise.

Harvey was seated behind a vast desk made out of some kind of polished wood with a high red gloss. Although it has taken a long time, he has finally found his look: a black golf shirt open at the neck—revealing the tracheotomy scar from his Christmas 1999 illness—and dark pants held up by wide suspenders. I couldn’t help noticing the baseball bat in the corner, leaning against the wall. Reading my mind, he quickly moved to disarm with the self-deprecating humor that’s become his trademark, shouting, “Matthew, get in here! It’s time for your flogging!” Bob, dark and brooding, sat slumped in a chair to the left in front of the desk, playing Caliban to Harvey’s Prospero, while I sank into a bottomless black leather couch so low it had me staring up at him, all too aware of the mini-Mussolini-ness of it all. The odor of menace hung in the air like the smell of burning tires. I felt like the guy from one of those bomb-in-the-building pictures, Bruce Willis in Die Hard, perhaps, careful not to cut the wrong wire, the red one instead of the yellow, for fear of setting them off.

To spend even a little time with Harvey is to become acquainted with a preternaturally charming man who is nevertheless a roiling cauldron of insecurities, in which self-love and self-hatred contend like two demons, equal in strength, canniness, and resolve. To listen to him for any length of time is to be continuously entertained, but battered as well by relentless waves of hubris, and drowned by apologia, false humility, and self-pity, reminiscent of Richard Nixon.

Harvey, donning his publisher hat—he also runs Miramax Books—began by deprecating my project, explaining, as if for my own good, that books like this one don’t make any money. It was fine if I was satisfied with a pat on the back at cocktail parties, but essentially it was a loser and so was I. By way of contrast, he mentioned several Miramax books, then on the New York Times best-seller list, and asked, “What do you really want to write?” As he guessed—he’s eerily skilled at finding the right buttons and pushing them—I did have a project that I was secretly nursing, and I told him what it was, all the while feeling like a schmuck for letting him play me. What I said seemed to excite him. His face lit up, and he bellowed, “That’s a terrific idea, that could make millions. We’ll do it, won’t we, Bob? Why don’t you just give up the book you’re writing now and do this one.” I declined, and he seemed genuinely sorry for me as I confirmed for him that I was indeed a loser.

Sundance and Miramax are by no means anomalous. Everyone in the movie business tries desperately to get his or her way, in this case to control their press. But at least in part because of his publishing holdings—at that time, Talk magazine was still limping along, and he has an interest in Gotham magazine and Los Angeles Confidential as well—Harvey’s carrot patch is large. In the end Harvey, smarter than Redford, and a believer in Don Corleone’s dictum—“Hold your friends close and your enemies closer”—decided to sit for a series of interviews, for which I am grateful. Ditto the small army of former staffers who have passed through the Miramax doors. Since I was not in a position to promise them haven in the Witness Protection Program, some people I approached were too fearful to talk, but many more agreed, either on the record or off, or both, and I thank them as well.

I owe a special debt of gratitude to Lynda Obst, one of the sharpest participant-observers of the Hollywood scene I know, and a gifted writer, who urged me to embark on this book, and when I was on the edge, unsure if I could get the story, shoved me over. I would also like to thank friends and colleagues to whom I turned for help, the old Premiere gang, now scattered to the four winds, Susan Lyne, Rachel Abramowitz, Corie Brown, John Clark, Nancy Griffin, Holly Millea, Howard Karren, Kim Masters, Christine Spines, and Mark Malkin, as well as Carl Bromley, James Greenberg, Michael Cieply, Charles Lyons, Dana Harris, David Carr, and researcher Stephen Hyde. Many players on the indie scene, who fled from these acknowledgments, as if they were on fire, went out of their way to connect me with their contacts, but it must be stressed that the opinions expressed here are my own, not theirs.

Sara Bershtel and Lisa Chase read the manuscript and gave me the benefit of their editorial advice, as did my editor at Vanity Fair, Bruce Handy.

As they have done in the past, Bob Bender, my editor at Simon & Schuster, and my agent, Kris Dahl at ICM, both helped enormously. And I must thank my wife, Elizabeth Hess, and my daughter, Kate, for leaving cookies and milk in front of my office door.



Introduction: The Story Till Now

“In the late ’60s and early ’70s, the studios didn’t know how to market films for the youth culture, and they turned to new young filmmakers to figure it out for them. The exact same thing happened across the ’90s, and when this generation came of age, it put out very original, distinctive, mature work. They revitalized American films after a decade of it being pretty fuckin’ flat. It was the first real American New Wave since the late ’60s.”

—EDWARD NORTON

On a crisp November morning in 1979, Robert Redford, one of the 1970s brightest stars, inaugurated a three-day conference of filmmakers and arts professionals at his home, a big-beamed ski lodge high up on the slopes of Mount Timpanogos, in the North Fork of Provo Canyon, Utah. It was only a decade since Easy Rider had exploded across the screens of America and kicked off the new Hollywood revolution of the 1970s, changing everything forever—or so it seemed. As that extraordinary era was drawing to a close, Kramer vs. Kramer became the number one grosser of the year, breaking $100 million; Bob Fosse’s All That Jazz was a hit, and so was Francis Coppola’s Apocalypse Now. One of that generation’s greatest pictures was still in the pipeline, Martin Scorsese’s Raging Bull, but so was Michael Cimino’s Heaven’s Gate, which is to say, the palace of wisdom to which that decade’s road of excess had led would soon come crashing down. In a preview of things to come, the kids who went to the movies that year also lined up to see the first Star Trek, and the second Rocky, The Amityville Horror, 10, Buck Rogers in the 25th Century, Hurricane, and Meteor.

The new Hollywood had ended, more or less, by 1975, when Ho Chi Minh’s armies marched into Saigon, Mike Ovitz—to go from the sublime to the ridiculous—founded CAA, Robert Evans vacated the executive suite at Paramount, and Universal released Steven Spielberg’s Jaws, the first mega-blockbuster. By the second half of the decade, the rising tide of the civil rights and anti-war movements that had floated the films of the new Hollywood had receded, exposing a muddy expanse of shallows littered with studio junk. When the Ronald Reagan tsunami swept everything before it, the market replaced Mao, the Wall Street Journal trumped The Little Red Book, and supply-side economics supplanted the power of the people. The boomers who fought the war against the war were staring at the face of middle age, getting ready to move aside for the next demographic wave, the grasping, me-generationists of the 1980s to be followed by the “Gen-Xers” or “Slackers” of the early 1990s, who couldn’t be bothered with either the Yippies of the 1960s or the yuppies of the 1980s.

In Hollywood, the new television regime at Paramount reclaimed the asylum from the movie brat inmates who, like Jack Nicholson’s Randle Mc-Murphy in Cuckoo’s Nest, had disappeared with the medication cart. Studio heads, sitting happily astride bags of cash labeled Saturday Night Fever and Superman, had raised the drawbridge, stranding marginally commercial directors like Peter Bogdanovich, Bob Rafelson, Billy Friedkin, Hal Ashby, and even, eventually, Scorsese and Coppola, on the far side of the moat. When E.T. burned through the summer of 1982, finishing what Star Wars started, the studios went off on a trip of their own, fueled by cash, not drugs.

In the perennial tug-of-war between art and commerce that is Hollywood, muscular producers were dragging skinny, coked-out directors through the wreckage of the 1970s onto their own turf, which is to say, commerce had won. In the coming decade, Hollywood would fly first class on the Simpson/Bruckheimer Gulfstream. Genres that used to be studio staples—like the family film—migrated to TV, pushing the majors in the direction of “event” pictures in an attempt to cash in.

Roger Corman, who produced B movies in the 1960s and early 1970s, used to complain that he’d had a hard time in the 1980s because the B movies had become A movies, with bigger budgets and real stars. Hollywood abandoned the experimentation of the previous decade, losing interest in how-we-live-now small films about real people—The Last Picture Show, Carnal Knowledge, Five Easy Pieces—in favor of megabuck fantasies. Everything that had been turned upside down in the 1970s was set right side up again. Cops regained their glow, even if they were black and therefore fish out of water like Eddie Murphy in the Beverly Hills Cop cycle. G.I.s were top guns again, and comic strip characters like Rambo, pumped up like balloons in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, got a shot at winning the Vietnam War, while Superman and Batman refought battles that Dirty Harry and Paul Kersey (Death Wish) had won a decade earlier—sans capes. With the bland leading the bland, Spielberg’s suburban fantasies replaced Scorsese’s mean streets. The utopian attempts to defy the system launched by the most visionary of the new Hollywood directors—Coppola and George Lucas—had either failed, in Coppola’s case, or succeeded all too well, like Lucas’s Skywalker empire. You couldn’t really blame people like Redford for just turning their backs on the whole sorry mess.

Redford was not your garden-variety celebrity. Even though he was virtually synonymous with Hollywood glamour, he saw himself as an outsider. Too straight and conservative in his personal habits, and too much the prisoner of the star vehicles crafted by George Roy Hill and Sydney Pollack, Redford was not about to volunteer for the next Dennis Hopper flick, which is to say, he was not going to hop aboard the New Hollywood’s sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll express. He remained married to the same woman, Lola Van Wagenen, for many years and was a stranger to the gossip columns. On the other hand, he was too liberal to embrace the old Hollywood establishment, and throughout his career, he devoted himself to deploying the power that celebrity confers to effect progressive social change, showing a particular affinity for environmentalism and Native American rights.

Still, despite his contempt for Hollywood and disregard for the trappings of celebrity, and despite the noises he made about being a regular Joe, he remained very much the star. Although soft-spoken and courteous, he was notorious for keeping people waiting, breaking appointments, and failing to follow through on commitments. In Hollywood, it was widely known that to make a deal with Redford was to fall into development hell—script notes, rewrites, and more rewrites—often going nowhere. Used to being flattered, deferred to, and yessed, he mistrusted the people around him. He valued loyalty, and gave it back—sometimes. He refused to delegate power to others but was indecisive and slow to act himself. Cautious by nature and almost paralyzed by perfectionism, he continually second-guessed the people around him. He could be charming and entertaining but, as one former employee put it, “He’s not a people person.”

Although Redford had been one of Hollywood’s leading box-office earners for a decade, when he looked around him at the end of the 1970s, he didn’t like what he saw. A decade earlier, the studios had been so desperate that directors like Scorsese and Robert Altman, who would have been—and virtually were—indies in the 1980s, could work inside the system, so that an institution such as Redford contemplated would have been superfluous. But the landscape had changed so dramatically since then that now it was a necessity. Redford understood that the most creative filmmakers were being increasingly shut out of the system. He also recognized that if a would-be filmmaker were brown, black, red, or female—forget it; his or her chances of getting a project produced were virtually nil. He knew that indie filmmaking was generally a trust-fund enterprise, because outside of a few federal grants and cash from the proverbial family friends, orthodontists, eye doctors, and so on, there was precious little money available to produce them. Raising money, not to mention writing, casting, shooting, and editing, was brutal, teeth-grinding work that could take years, and if by some miracle it all somehow came together, directors often found, pace the thimblefull of tiny, struggling distributors, that they had to release their films themselves, leaving them broke, exhausted, and disillusioned. In short, indies needed help.

Redford believed that American film culture could contribute more than stale sequels and retreads, that historically, before the renewed hegemony of the studios, film had been a medium for genuine artists and could be again if only they could be sheltered from the marketplace long enough to nurture their skills and find their voices. Oddly enough, he had or thought he had some firsthand experience with the problems they encountered. As he has said repeatedly, “I knew what it was like to distribute a film that you produced. In 1969, I carried Downhill Racer under my arm, fighting the battles that most people face.” He came to understand, as he puts it, the dilemma of the “filmmaker who spends two years making his film, and then another two years distributing it, only to find out he can’t make any money on it, and four years of his life are gone. I thought, that’s who needs help.”

In the mid-1960s, Redford had bought some land, semiwilderness nestled in a deep gorge some 6,000 feet up in the Wasatch Mountains of Utah. Then he bought the lot next door, and the lot next door, and after he made some money on his big hit, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, on August 1, 1968, he and his partners bought the Timp Haven ski and recreation area. He must have thought, Build a ski resort and they will come. What he didn’t know was that because of its comparatively low elevation, his resort got less snow and therefore enjoyed a shorter ski season than its competitors. Despite the money he poured into it, nobody, or almost nobody came. In fact, the no-snow zone he had purchased would become a running joke. But the hemorrhage of red ink wasn’t funny.

Redford knew that Aspen, Colorado, had become the seat of the Aspen Institute, transforming the sleepy town into a Mecca for coneheads with a taste for skiing and a winter getaway de rigueur for Hollywood stars and investment bankers. By building an Aspen-like infrastructure on his land, he hoped to turn a white elephant into an arts colony that at best might enhance the value of the for-profit ski resort and at worst could do a whole lot of good. It was a brilliant stroke, allowing Redford to kill a multiplicity of birds with one not-for-profit stone.

The purpose of Redford’s conference was to lay the groundwork for a novel organization that would nurture indie filmmakers. It would be called the Sundance Institute, after the bank robber Redford had played in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. The whiff of outlawry that came with the name flattered his sense of himself as a Hollywood maverick. Or better, the new enterprise suggested a movie like The Magnificent Seven, with Redford like Steve McQueen, the golden-haired Hollywood star with his band of outlaws protecting the powerless farmers (read, indies) against the depredations of vandals and looters (read, the studios), so they could raise their crops (read, films) in peace.

The Redford name attracted an impressive array of brain power, but this convocation of like-minded souls was all very informal. The participants—many bearded, sporting the down jackets, plaid wool shirts, Levi’s, and shit-kicker boots that later would become de rigueur at Sundance—stayed at the nearby resort. It was an idyllic spot. Rough-hewn cabins played peekaboo among the spiky stands of mountain pine and aspen that covered the slopes, while a bubbling brook meandered downhill, paused for a moment to form Bob’s Pond, and continued on its way. On a clear day, the air was so crystalline it felt like you could raise your hand and touch the heavens.

Self-effacing as always, Redford, surrounded by his collection of Kachina dolls, diffidently served beer to his guests from behind the bar. His modest posture—“I’m here to listen and learn”—along with his Oscar-winning turn as director of Ordinary People a year later, would earn him the fond sobriquet, “Ordinary Bob,” but in fact, it was all a bit much, teetering on the edge of kitsch, an Eddie Bauer theme park, Bobworld. (Later, the gift shop at his resort would be stocked with “Sundance” coolers.) Still, Redford had charisma and passion to spare, and they created a powerful gravitational field.

Explaining the lure of Redford’s dream, Liz Manne, who would work for him many years later at the Sundance Channel, speaks for many when she says, “It was a combination of politics and aesthetics. He would talk a lot about the independent vision, and diversity, and the importance of unique voices. You wanted to believe in the shining city over the horizon. There aren’t many opportunities in this world to do good work that you really believe in. So to be able to work for a guy who stands for what he stands for, who puts his money where his mouth is, and uses his power and his celebrity in a way that is not ignorant, but very informed, that’s fuckin’ great. At the beginning, I just felt honored to be a part of the mission. I was one of the true believers, I was a moonie.”

At the end of the three days the participants, framed by the snow-capped peaks rising picturesquely behind them, posed for pictures in front of a split-rail fence below his home. When the photo op was over, Redford extended his arm to receive a golden eagle that had been nursed back to health after an injury. He removed its hood and thrust it into the air. As the great bird spread its mighty wings and took flight, catching the updraft and soaring high above them, none of the conferees could have been oblivious to the symbolism—Redford wasn’t a movie star-cum-director for nothing—and even the most cynical among them could hardly help blinking back a tear. They were present at the creation. Like the eagle, Sundance was going to fly.

THAT SAME YEAR, across the country in Buffalo, two frizzy-haired, unprepossessing brothers from Queens named Weinstein, more at home with pigeons than with eagles, were preparing to move their tiny film company, Miramax, named after their parents, Miriam and Max, down to New York City where the action was. The brothers were anomalies in the world of indie distribution. In contrast to many of their peers, the distributors who began their careers running college film societies in the 1970s, the Weinsteins had come up through the rough-and-tumble world of rock and roll promotion. Says Tom Bernard, co-president of Sony Classics, “We all reflect where we came from. The rock promotion business is cutthroat. You’re fighting for your territory and using intimidating tactics.”

In the late 1970s, Harvey Weinstein had acquired the Century Theater in downtown Buffalo, and to keep the seats warm when it was not being used for concerts, he and Bobby, as his brother was then known, began showing movies. When they moved their act to New York City, Bobby became president. But despite his lofty title, he was still Harvey’s kid brother. Harvey always stuck up for him, saying things like, “You might not think Bobby’s valuable to this company, but he is. And if you don’t believe it, you can get the hell out. Don’t fuck with my brother.” But Bobby wanted to be his own man. One day he announced, “My name is Bob. Call me Bob.” The two small-time music promoters set up an office in a cramped, two-bedroom apartment at 211 West 56th St., on the corner of Broadway. It was not a distinguished address. There was a madam working out of the building.

Harvey Weinstein, born in 1952, was a paler, doughier version of Bob, who was two years younger. He looked like what he was, the first pancake off the griddle, before it’s quite hot enough. At six feet, 300 pounds and counting, he was larger in every respect than Bob, with eyes like olive pits staring out of a round, pasty face, neck like a fireplug, and hands as big as lamb chops. Someone, in other words, it might be prudent to cross the street to avoid. With his collar open, shirttails out, and dark crescents of sweat under his armpits, he looked like Broderick Crawford in All the King’s Men.

Harvey could always be found with a Diet Coke in one hand and a True Blue in the other, chain-smoking, not so much inhaling as vacuuming up the entire cigarette, smoke, paper, tobacco, and all, one after another, pack after pack. The assistants learned to buy Coke by the case, cigarettes by the carton, candy bars by the gross, or at least it seemed that way, as if Harvey were a founding member of Sam’s Club. He was a man of large appetites. Watching him feed was an experience not easily forgotten. It brought to mind the great scenes of movie gluttony—anything from La Grande Bouffe or the spectacular sequence in Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life where a ravenous diner explodes like an overblown balloon. Always working on his weight, Harvey in the early days ate lunches that consisted of a tunafish salad sandwich on rye, toasted, a slice of American cheese, and the inevitable Diet Coke. But then he would chase it with a side or two of french fries as if to reward himself for his restraint. As Bingham Ray, a founding partner of October Films and now head of United Artists, once put it, bending over to mime a close look at an imaginary chest, “ ‘So Harvey, what did you have for lunch today? Let’s see, pea soup, pizza, salad, custard.’ That’s why Harvey has started wearing black shirts.”

Rather than trying to smooth the rough edges, Harvey flaunted them, tried to turn them into pluses. Even though he was known as someone whose word at times meant nothing, he fashioned a reputation for truth telling. He knew that the sweat, the food stains, the slovenly dress, the inner demons writ large on his battered face could be made to send a message, one that went, to quote Popeye, “I yam what I yam.” And in the world of appearances—of Armani suits and 500SLs—in which he operated, as often as not, it worked. People admired his fidelity to his nature and often forgave him his sins. As Matt Damon puts it, “It’s the old tale of the scorpion and the frog. The scorpion’s sitting on the bank of a river, and a frog walks by, and the scorpion says, ‘Take me to the other side.’ The frog replies, ‘No, because when we get to the other side, you’re gonna sting me, you’re gonna kill me.’ The scorpion says, ‘I would never do that, please, I’m asking you for a favor, I can’t swim, I need your help to get me to the other side of the river.’ The frog finally agrees, takes him across on his back, and just as they get to the other side, the scorpion stings the frog. As the frog is dying, he says, ‘Why did you do that?’ The scorpion just looks down at him and says, ‘Because I’m a scorpion, it’s my nature.’ It’s the same with Harvey. It’s his nature.”

Harvey loved the limelight and could make himself extremely appealing. He liked, in fact, to be liked. He was funny, wielding a wicked, slashing wit that he could use on himself when he wanted to or just as easily turn against others, reducing grown men to tears. When he was on a roll, no one was funnier. Speaking of somebody or other, he once said, “He’s the kinda guy, you gotta hold his hand when you’re chopping off his head!”

And dwelling somewhere within Harvey’s breast was the heart of—if not a poet, at least a cinéaste. He genuinely loved movies, A movies, B movies, horror, sci-fi, comedy, musicals, kung-fu, all kinds of movies, but particularly he adored foreign films, art films, “specialty” films. He loved to tell the story about going to see The 400 Blows when he was fourteen, which he believed, for reasons best known to himself, to be a sex film, but during the course of the hour and a half he spent in the theater, he was transported by the magic of François Truffaut. Says Mark Lipsky, Miramax head of distribution in the late 1980s, “I’ve heard that story—‘I saw 400 Blows, it changed my life’—a zillion times. It’s significant that Harvey tells that story, not Bob.”

Bob, dressed in black, always seemed a little off, uncomfortable in his own skin, as if he were not in the right place, but in some world of his own. If Harvey was bigger than life, Bob was smaller, more intense, a reduction, l’essence d’Herve. If Harvey was the outside guy, Bob was the inside guy. He was quieter, preferred to stay in the shadows. It didn’t matter to Bob if he were liked or not.

Despite what Bob told the press—“We’re artists. We’re not interested in money”—he didn’t much care about Truffaut. As former Miramax executive Patrick McDarrah succinctly put it, “This business is about ego and greed. Harvey is ego, Bob is greed.” Bob liked exploitation flicks, commercial product that could go direct to video. He was focused on the bottom line. Whatever the movie, he always wanted to know, “Are we gonna make money on it, Harve?”

If Harvey wore his heart on his sleeve, Bob was opaque, subject to extreme mood swings. “You can’t really tell what’s going on in Bob’s mind,” says Mark Tusk, who would become one of the most effective of the acquisitions shock troops in the mid-1990s. “He will turn on a dime.”

SUNDANCE AND MIRAMAX, the twin towers of the indie world, will cast long shadows across this tale. But in 1979, they were no more than dreams. Around the same time that Redford’s eagle had taken wing and the Weinsteins had come to ground in New York, three modest indie features opened quietly to respectful reviews and decent business. None had the seismic impact of Dennis Hopper and Peter Fonda’s not-just-a-biker-movie, and all wore their earnestness conspicuously on their sleeves, but for those who hungered for an alternative to the slick, overproduced, and empty studio fare, they were cause for rejoicing. One was called Alambrista! (1978), directed by Robert M. Young, and produced by Michael Hausman; the second was Northern Lights (1978), written and directed by Rob Nilsson and John Hanson; and the third was Heartland (1979), directed by Richard Pearce and produced by Annick Smith. Alambrista! told the story of the struggles of a Mexican illegal to find work in the United States. Northern Lights paid tribute to the hardscrabble radicalism of the immigrant farmers who settled North Dakota and formed the Non-Partisan League to protect themselves against the big banks, granaries, and railroads. Heartland focused on the trials and tribulations of a stouthearted widow who braves the harshness of the turn-of-the-century West to homestead on her own. Whereas the twitchy, paranoid Easy Rider regarded the vast expanse of country between the two coasts as a redneck free-fire zone, Nilsson and Hanson, Pearce and Smith, celebrated it as, precisely, the heartland. All three films were made by Vietnam generation filmmakers, and all were marbled by a residue of its politics. Later, in the 1980s, the kind of salt-of-the-earth regionalism these films celebrated would degenerate into mindless boosterism for barnyards and square dancing, Garrison Keillor-style, but in the beginning they stood out like lonely sentries against the Hollywood hordes.

In 1978, Sandra Schulberg, the associate producer of Northern Lights, helped found the Independent Feature Project, the first institutional brick in the indie infrastructure. IFP conducted a series of seminars about working outside the system—how to raise money, how to produce, how to distribute yourself—it was like inventing the wheel. The goal was simple—to plug American indies into the distribution system already in place for foreign films—but the execution was anything but. Still, in 1980, the indies’ Easy Rider finally appeared in the modest guise of John Sayles’s The Return of the Secaucus 7, which, championed by the New York Times’s Vincent Canby, played to surprisingly strong box office—an extraordinary $2-million gross. Despite their obvious differences, the two films were strikingly similar, with the autumnal Secaucus 7 mourning a revolution that failed, a gloss on Fonda’s famous line, “We blew it.” Unlike Rocky, Superman, and Porky’s et al., Sayles’s film dealt with a serious subject—the post-war exhaustion of the peace movement—that affected and might conceivably interest real people. “Financing really didn’t exist when we started,” says Sayles. “It was hard to get an independent script to an actor, and you didn’t bother going to a studio unless your script was commercial. And even then if you weren’t connected through an agent, they wouldn’t read it. Independent films were truly on the outside.” The Secaucus 7 cost a mere $60,000 out of pocket, was entirely financed by Sayles himself, and could never have been made at a studio—although, in a preview of things to come, it was appropriated by Columbia and morphed into The Big Chill.

The Secaucus 7 was followed by films like Louis Malle’s My Dinner with André (1981) that grossed $1.9 million; Wayne Wang’s Chan Is Missing (1982) that did $1 million; Paul Bartel’s Eating Raoul (1982) that did $4.7 million; Greg Nava’s El Norte (1984) that took in $2.2 million; and a string of John Waters’ pictures featuring Divine, Mink Stole, and the rest of his patented menagerie of weirdos. In 1984, Jim Jarmusch made Stranger Than Paradise, which cost almost nothing and grossed $2.5 million. The same year, the Coen brothers, Joel, who had gone to NYU film school, and Ethan, who did not, made a wonderfully nasty film noir called Blood Simple for next to nothing that grossed $2.1 million. And another NYU graduate, Spike Lee, broke through with She’s Gotta Have It in 1986 that grossed a phenomenal $7.1 million. David Lynch made his mark with Eraserhead (1977), and then Blue Velvet in 1986. It soon became clear that where before there had been a trickle of poorly funded documentaries, supplemented by the occasional underfinanced grainy feature, there was now a comparative flood of slick, reasonably well-produced theatrical pictures, some of which benefited from the unprecedented level of public support by the National Endowments during the Jimmy Carter years. Suddenly, there seemed to be an indie movement that had people who care about film practically dancing in the streets. For the organizers of Sundance, the hope was that these home-grown filmmakers would generate the energy, excitement, and box office that Ingmar Bergman, the Italians, and the French New Wave had enjoyed in the 1960s.

But the few distributors with enough clout to command decent screens, like UA Classics, where Ira Deutchman, Tom Bernard, and Michael Barker cut their teeth, still primarily dealt in foreign films, which were successful enough that by the early 1980s, almost every studio had its own classics division. For the most part, American indies were still a curiosity, without a demonstrable audience. In 1982, Deutchman left UA Classics to team up with Amir Malin and John Ives to form a new company called Cinecom. “The studios were bidding up the price on the name-brand foreign films, the Truffauts, Fellinis, Bergmans, way out of proportion to what they could earn,” he recalls. “As a startup, we said, ‘We can’t compete with what all these other people are doing. What can we do that’s different?’ We started tapping into what was just beginning to be called American independent films. It wasn’t, ‘This is the next big thing,’ it was really just running away from what we knew we couldn’t afford.” As former Miramax distribution VP Eamonn Bowles puts it, “Specialized film was a rarefied little field. If a film did a couple of million dollars, ‘Wow, that was great!’ You could manage your assets, make sure you didn’t get hurt, and eke out a modest profit.”

But indie films had one advantage that would turn out to be decisive. Cinecom had the good fortune to open its doors right at the beginning of the video boom. “Many of these startup video companies were so hungry for product to put on their shelves that anything with sprocket holes was worth a certain amount of money to them,” explains Deutchman. “Those folks had no interest whatsoever in foreign language films because people didn’t want to read subtitles. These American films, despite the fact that they didn’t reach a large audience theatrically, were worth something on video.”

Video wiped out the foreign film market overnight and, along with cable and European public television, fueled the explosion of American indies with a gusher of money. Companies like Vestron, RCA/Columbia Home Video, and Live Entertainment began funneling cash directly into the production pipeline. Meanwhile, with Deutchman in charge of acquisitions, Cinecom released a string of hits, including Jonathan Demme’s Talking Heads documentary Stop Making Sense, which took in $5.5 million; Spalding Gray’s monologue film, Swimming to Cambodia, which did $1 million; and Sayles’s third film, Brother from Another Planet (1986), which only cost Cinecom $400,000 and grossed $3.7 million.

Older distributors, like New Yorker Films, New Line, and the Samuel Goldwyn Company, also fattened themselves at the video trough, while litters of newbies scampered between their legs. UA Classics had been started by Arthur Krim’s United Artists, a company known for its good taste and talent-friendly attitude. When Krim walked out to start Orion Pictures in 1978, UA Classics’s Barker and Bernard went with him to form Orion Classics. Says Bernard, “We followed the same theory that Krim did when we had our first job at UA. Once the script and the director were set and it was clear the movie could be made for the budget they wanted, then we stepped aside and let the artists do their work. We didn’t interfere in the creative process, like, ‘We’re going to fix it for you, recut it for you.’ The last thing we wanted to do is influence the director’s vision.” The other indie distributors shared the same attitude. Unlike the studios where, before and after the 1970s, fiddling with films was de rigueur, these companies served the directors.

By the mid-1980s, indie films were starting to build an identity and an audience. Grosses spiraled upward. In 1985, Kiss of the Spider Woman racked up a very sweet $17 million for Island, and The Trip to Bountiful grossed $7.5 million. The following year Ismail Merchant and James Ivory’s A Room with a View broke out and grossed $23 million for Cinecom, while a trio of British films—Sid and Nancy, My Beautiful Laundrette, and Mona Lisa—also enjoyed strong box office. The field was getting so crowded that there was bound to be a correction, and it happend in October 1987, when the stock market crashed. That, combined with the overexpansion of the most successful distributors, led to a shakeout. At the end of the decade, the heavens parted to let loose a black rain of dying companies, including some, like Cinecom and Vestron, that had seemed most healthy but had made the mistake of turning away from acquisitions to make their own films.

GENUINE CHILDREN of the New Hollywood, the indies absorbed, at least in the beginning, their anti-Hollywood aesthetic. What defines an indie film has been argued ad nauseam, but in those days, despite quibbles about this or that film, there existed something of a consensus. The purists reigned. As director/producer Sydney Pollack puts it, “Independent usually meant anything that was an alternative to recipe films or mainstream films made by studios.” They were anything Hollywood was not. If Hollywood made “movies,” indies made “films.” If Hollywood sold fantasy and escapism, indies thrived on realism and engagement. If Hollywood avoided controversial subjects, indies embraced them. If Hollywood movies were expensive, indie films were cheap. If Hollywood used stars, indies preferred unknowns, even nonactors. If Hollywood retained final cut, indies demanded it for themselves. If Hollywood strip-mined genres and dropped movies out of cookie cutters, indie films expressed personal visions and were therefore unique and sequel-proof. If Hollywood made movies by committee, indies were made by individual sensibilities who wrote as well as directed, and sometimes shot and edited as well. While Hollywood employed directors, hired to do a job, indies were filmmakers who worshipped at the altar of art. While directors accumulated BMWs and homes in Malibu, filmmakers made unimaginable sacrifices and lived in New York, preferably on the Lower East Side. They scammed and hustled, lied and cheated, even sold drugs or their own blood, to finance their films.

Hollywood favored spectacle, action, and special effects, while indies worked on a more intimate scale, privileging script and emphasizing character and mise-en-scène. Allison Anders (Gas Food Lodging) put it nicely when she described her own aesthetic: The story, she said, is like “a clothesline. I’m interested in what’s on the clothesline, not the clothesline itself. For the most part, Hollywood is all about the clothesline.” If Hollywood both reflected and pandered to popular taste, indies worked without an audience in mind, and if they found one, it was serendipitous and likely to be a niche, not a mass audience. Likewise, if Hollywood movies were embedded in an economic system that cushioned risk with ancillary markets,1 indies marched ahead—often foolishly—without a thought to distribution. They worked without a net.

Indie films existed in the space between the shots of Hollywood movies, which is to say, they concerned themselves with what Hollywood left out. The converse was true as well: they left out what Hollywood included, not only because they weren’t interested, but because they couldn’t afford it. Poverty inspired its own aesthetic. Hollywood reproduced conventional wisdom and mainstream ideology, whereas indies challenged both—sometimes. Like Young, Pearce, Sayles, and Lee, the first group of indie filmmakers which came up in the 1980s was forged in the crucible of the civil rights and anti-war movements, which had enough staying power to survive into the 1970s, and animate its values. Sayles in particular had absorbed the politics of the 1960s, while Lee’s work is influenced by the Black Power movement. Both filmmakers carried political chips on their shoulders, and others breached sexual taboos, like Gus Van Sant in Mala Nocha, or explored unconventional aesthetic territory like Jarmusch, or just displayed an ironic, smart-ass sensibility, like the Coen brothers. Indie films were never programatically left wing, or even “political” except in the most attenuated fashion, but many were infused with an Us/Them attitude toward the studios and other American institutions similar to that held by the movie brats of the 1970s. The preoccupations of the 1960s and 1970s—class, work, race, American imperialism, and gender—were eventually, with a few exceptions, more or less forgotten, but by virtue of the democratizing thrust of the movement, as a succession of disenfranchised groups—gays, women, people of color—gained some access to the camera, in addition to the circumstances of their production (passing the hat), they were almost by definition outsider films, and therefore—however tenuously—oppositional in nature.

Many of the successful indie films of the 1980s told the story of literal outsiders, the halt and the lame (Waterdance), angry blacks (Do the Right Thing), undocumented workers (El Norte), AIDS-infected gays (Parting Glances), pushers and petty hoods (Drugstore Cowboy), and even the obese (Heavy). On a sexual or gender level, a good number of them were mildly kinky—transgressive, to use a buzzword—giving viewers a glimpse of subject matter rarely treated in mainstream movies, say, Lynch’s Blue Velvet, or Lizzie Borden’s Working Girls versus Disney’s Pretty Woman. Since the pioneers held mainstream films in contempt, the worst sin was to “sell out.” Jarmusch always worked outside the system, while Sayles, Lee, and the Coens made forays into the studios, most of which ended badly. The studios, prosperous once again, were not about to bend over a second time for maverick filmmakers with their own ideas about how things should be done.

This having been said, with certain exceptions, like Jarmusch’s work, these films were untouched by the kind of aesthetic antics that informed the anti-narrative underground directors of the 1950s and 1960s, like Stan Brakhage, Michael Snow, Andy Warhol, and even the New Hollywood. “The original sin of the American independent cinema, when it shifted away from the avant-garde, was the introduction of narrative,” says writer/ producer James Schamus, now co-president of Focus Features. “Once you do that, you’re inserting yourself into a commodity system. At that point, whether or not you have seized the means of production, à la Karl Marx, doesn’t matter, because what you haven’t done is seize the means of exhibition, marketing, and distribution, and so you end up having to play by the rules of the big boys.”

Looking backward, it’s obvious that the 1980s was the great primordial swamp out of which the indies crawled, flopped onto land, and slithered off into the jungle. As Sayles puts it, “It’s like looking at a fossil record of all these animals that once existed.” The Darwinian drama of unbridled eat-or-be-eaten corporate competition that destroyed promising companies like Cinecom and Vestron as soon as they got into production, made breathing room for vigorous, younger outfits that were just emerging, which in turn allowed the next wave of indies to rise up on their two hind legs and splash mud in the faces of the studio dinosaurs.

By the 1990s, Hollywood had become even more focused on comic book, event pictures than it had been in the previous decade, creating a space, not to say an entire continent, for filmmakers who wanted to tell stories with a human scale. Although it might be argued that the 1990s—a decade in which indies reached a détente with their historical enemy, Hollywood—marked the end of the movement, this is too harsh. For our purposes it was a time when the seeds planted in the previous decade grew and blossomed. The pioneers—Sayles, Lee, Lynch, Demme, Van Sant, Wang, Waters, and the Coen brothers—continued to evolve, but within a few short years they were joined by a veritable swarm of films and filmmakers, including Anders with Gas Food Lodging; Steven Soderbergh with sex, lies, and videotape; Hal Hartley with The Unbelievable Truth; Rick Linklater with Slacker; Todd Haynes with Poison; Gregg Araki with The Living End; Quentin Tarantino with Reservoir Dogs; David O. Russell with Spanking the Monkey; Ang Lee with Eat Drink Man Woman; Kevin Smith with Clerks; Neil LaBute with In the Company of Men; Robert Rodriguez with El Mariachi; James Gray with Little Odessa; James Mangold with Cop Land; Tom DiCillo with Living in Oblivion; Carl Franklin with One False Move; Nick Gomez with Laws of Gravity; Todd Solondz with Welcome to the Dollhouse; Larry Clark with Kids; Nicole Holofcener with Walking and Talking; Alexander Payne with Citizen Ruth; the Andersons, Wes and P. T. with Bottle Rocket and Boogie Nights; Lisa Cholodenko with High Art; Kim Peirce with Boys Don’t Cry; and Darren Aronofsky with Pi. Not to mention the British, Irish, and Australian filmmakers who enjoyed wide U.S. distribution, like Michael Caton-Jones with Scandal; Jim Sheridan with My Left Foot; Jane Campion with The Piano; Neil Jordan with The Crying Game; and later Danny Boyle with Trainspotting.

Like the New Hollywood, with its Jack Nicholsons, Robert De Niros, Harvey Keitels, Al Pacinos, and Dustin Hoffmans, the indies introduced a whole new generation of character actors like Steve Buscemi, John Turturro, Tim Roth, Joaquin Phoenix, Tim Blake Nelson, Billy Bob Thornton, James Spader, and John C. Reilly, as well as actresses like Lily Taylor, Parker Posey, Catherine Keener, Janeane Garofalo, Gwyneth Paltrow, Anabella Sciorra, and Uma Thurman. It’s a testimony to the differences between the two decades that for the most part, unlike their predecessors, these actors—particularly the ethnic ones—were unable to cross over and become stars. In fact, the movement was in the other direction, with Hollywood stars stooping to conquer by playing character roles in indie films.

Like the 1970s, the 1990s was pregnant with change. “I remember the New York Film Festival where Blood Simple and Stranger Than Paradise premiered,” said producer Ted Hope. “All of a sudden the Coen brothers get up on stage, and I recognized them from my local supermarket. . . . I was like, ‘Oh my God, it’s those stoners from the neighborhood!’ And like two days later, after seeing Stranger Than Paradise, there was Jim Jarmusch on the subway. Somehow it just felt really possible.” “I was just getting out of college in 1991,” recalls Edward Norton. “I was twenty-two. There was a sense that anything was possible. I was kicking around New York, doing theater, and I had this friend, Connie Britton, who lived across the street from me. I ran into her, asked, ‘What are you up to?’

“ ‘I’m supposed to be going to this audition for some little independent this kid is making. It’s out in Brooklyn, and I really don’t want to go.’

“ ‘Read the script?’

“ ‘Yeah.’

“ ‘Like it?’

“ ‘Yeah, I did, actually.’

“ ‘What the hell are you moaning about? You gotta hunk out to those kinda things.’ Later, she told me, ‘This guy wants me to do it, it’s nine or ten weekends, at his parents’ house, he’s got $25,000.’

“ ‘Connie, you’ve never been in a movie. Just do it for the experience.’ She did it, and five months later she told me, ‘I saw this movie I did, it’s pretty good, and we just heard that it got into the Sundance Film Festival.’ It was The Brothers McMullen! That’s the way it felt, that there was this new vortex that you could head toward that had nothing to do with Hollywood, the sense that, holy shit, some kid with $25,000 from his parents could end up at Sundance Film Festival, and then the doors opened to that new spring.”

The indies of the 1990s were a diverse lot, ranging from Haynes, with his astringent exercises in theoretically inflected gay cinema on the one hand to Smith, with his twenty-something gross-out comedies on the other, and with every conceivable variety of film in between. They lacked the cohesiveness of the movie brat generation of the 1970s, and a lot of the latter-day indies missed the feeling of community they imagined the movie brats shared, the sense that they were destiny’s children. Says Anders, “It’s so exciting when you’re starting to make films and you first learn about Scorsese and his peers, when they all started making films together, the stories about Brian De Palma coming in and cutting one of his scenes for Mean Streets, it’s like, those guys were all part of a historical moment.” In fact, the New Hollywood inhabits the indies of the 1980s and 1990s like a haunting. “I’ve been pretending that we’re in the late ’60s and early ’70s for my whole career, actually,” said Soderbergh. “I’ve tried to adopt the idea of infusing American material with a European film aesthetic. I mean, that was their great contribution.” In the 1980s, there still existed a network of revival houses that gave the larval indies access to New Hollywood movies, as well as foreign classics and the greats of the Hollywood past. “I remember seeing Taxi Driver at one of those Landmark theaters,” recalls Linklater, who grew up in Texas. “It was right after the assassination attempt on Reagan. I walked out of the theater, and I was in a daze for the next two days. I’ll never forget those years. I was just in love with cinema, and there was something every night—Badlands, Days of Heaven, revivals like Amber-sons, Grand Illusion, Los Olvidados. There was really something magical about sitting in a theater and watching these beautiful 35mm prints. That’s all gone now.”

With the benefit of hindsight, it’s clear that the generation of the 1990s was a movement, however ill-defined and unlike the New Hollywood. But their films, with the exception of Quentin Tarantino’s, aren’t so flamboyant as those of their predecessors; they don’t have “Look at me” written all over them, and some of the most prominent filmmakers have even rejected the auteur label. “I certainly didn’t feel like I was going to grow up to be Steven Spielberg, but nor did I think I was going to grow up to become Martin Scorsese,” says Soderbergh. “I’m not one of those visionary types. I’m sort of in the middle. I want John Huston’s career. I want to work for a long time and make all kinds of films.” Consequently, their achievement is deceptively understated. Again Schamus: “Most of the filmmakers are aesthetically audacious, but austere and rigorous at the same time. They get up in the morning, and they go to work. They have unique voices, but they’re not necessarily staking their claim to their potential greatness on them. The aesthetic work is focused, targeted, and modest.”

WHILE THE INDIE ROCKET lifted a whole new generation of gifted filmmakers into orbit, it never would have gotten off the launching pad were it not for the scrappy, talented entrepreneurs who took chances on pictures that no one thought would sell. As Project Green Light has taught us, when budgets are low and shooting schedules short, the drama behind the camera is as compelling as the drama in front of the camera. That drama is often about deals, getting the picture financed before it is shot and into the theaters afterward. As veteran distributor Ray Price puts it, “A good deal is smarter than a good film. You can have the world’s best film, and nobody cares. But a good deal never betrays you.” “To make a film, all you need is a girl and a gun,” Jean-Luc Godard once famously said. He might have added, “If you want someone to see it, you need a distributor.” Says Kevin Smith, “Independent films punched through based on the sales-manship of the distributors that were repping them and the personalities of the people who made the films, and not even so much the personalities as their backstory. Robert Rodriguez is a fantastic example of that. El Mariachi. So is Billy Bob Thornton. The ’90s seemed to be all about the backstory.”

The people who gave us that backstory were the distributors, the marketers, and if the 1970s was a directors’ decade, the 1990s was their decade. Historically, marketing has always been at the heart of the indie business. If “specialized product” wasn’t going to make money, it wasn’t going to exist, and most of the distribution companies were run by marketing people, like Deutchman at Cinecom and later Fine Line; Barker and Bernard at UA, Orion, and finally Sony Classics; and Bingham Ray and Jeff Lipsky at October. Of course, starting as early as the late 1970s, when marketers muscled production at the studios, gaining the last word over what could or could not be green-lit, it was cause for the wringing of hands and the gnashing of teeth. The bean counters took charge, snuffing the flames of originality that still flickered among the proponents of the easily digested, “high concept” pictures that were being packaged with recognizable faces for pre-existing audiences and tested to death in previews administered by the increasingly influential National Research Group.

But indie marketing was as distinct from studio marketing as indie films were from studio movies. Where studios spent freely on advertising, indies relied on publicity, which was free. Whereas studios practiced saturation booking and launched expensive campaigns that included massive TV buys, newspaper ads, radio, billboards, and so on, aimed at attracting as many people to as many theaters as possible in the shortest amount of time—usually the first weekend—indie distributors did the opposite. Instead of taking the money and running, they understood that the first week was going to be weakest, so they depended on good reviews and word of mouth gradually to build an audience for films booked into lengthy engagements at few theaters. (At its maximum exposure, A Room with a View went out on no more than 150 screens, while Cinecom cautiously marked the one-year anniversary of its run at the Paris theater in New York by taking out its first full-page ad in The New York Times.) Whereas the studios adhered to the law of large numbers, releasing a lengthy slate of pictures each year, gambling that a handful would break out while dumping the rest, indie distributors released few pictures, could ill-afford even a single flop, much less two or three, and consequently lavished tender loving care on each one.

But by the end of the 1980s, distributors had hit a wall. None of the indie hits had been able to crack the $25 million ceiling. They had reached, apparently, the limit of their audience. Enter Harvey and Bob Weinstein, who transformed the indie landscape. As Harvey himself—never one to hide his light under a bushel—put it, “If I didn’t exist, they’d have to invent me—I’m the only interesting thing around.” Perhaps. Had the Weinsteins never existed, others might have been invented to fill their shoes, but on the other hand, perhaps not, and the 1990s might have been more like the 1980s, with art films still prisoners of the art houses.

Jarmusch’s Stranger Than Paradise is a logical place to begin a book like this because, shot in basic black and white with barely a nod toward a plot, it looked deceptively easy to make, almost a home movie—just get hold of a camera and shoot your friends. Like John Cassavetes’s Shadows in 1959, it was one of those “I can do that” films that inspired a decade of filmmakers, convincing them that they, too, could make movies. But under the pressure of the frantic quest for the Next Big Thing, the American film scene changes so quickly that to the second wave of indies, the 1980s already seemed like ancient history; it might as well have been the silent era, with Jarmusch its D. W. Griffith, so irrelevant had it become. In the go-go climate of the 1990s, the refusal of many of that generation’s filmmakers to accept the rules of the game as laid down not only by the studios, but seemingly by audiences as well, made them look like fools and losers. Of course, endorsing this view is bad history and does the pioneers an enormous injustice, but it is true that the indie explosion of the 1990s was so dramatic and so distinctive that it deserves a book of its own. And if this story is as much about the indie business as it is about films and filmmakers, it makes sense to start a few years later, and take 1989—the sex, lies, and videotape year at the Sundance Film Festival—as the big bang of the modern indie film movement. Sex, lies not only marked the arrival of Soderbergh, one of the brightest stars in this new galaxy of filmmakers, but it also signaled the emergence of the Sundance Film Festival (then officially still the U.S. Film Festival), which showcased the film, and Miramax, which distributed it. On the face of it, Redford and the Weinsteins would seem to be poles apart—class versus trash, to put it crudely, with Sundance the finishing school that teaches young filmmakers how to dress for success, and Miramax the reform school where they are cuffed and cudgeled into shape. Sundance and Miramax are the yin and yang of the indie universe, the high road and the low, the sun and the moon, Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader. But the two had more in common than appeared at first blush. Sundance never would be able to shed its baleful twin, and eventually it would go over to the dark side. That may or may not have been a good thing, but either way, it is the story of this decade.
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• How Robert Redford hatched his institute but drove his chicks crazy, until sex, lies, and videotape saved the festival he never wanted and launched Miramax on the road to world conquest.

“In the ’80s, the studios could predict what worked and what didn’t. And that’s what the ’80s were—one movie you’d already seen after another. Suddenly, that’s not working anymore. . . . When the audience is fed up with the standard stuff and crying out for something different is when exciting things happen in Hollywood.”

—QUENTIN TARANTINO

When Steven Soderbergh stepped off the plane at the Salt Lake City International Airport headed for the U.S. Film Festival, thirty miles to the northeast in Park City, it was January 21, 1989, a Saturday afternoon, and he was just seven days past his twenty-sixth birthday. He was hand-carrying the print of his film sex, lies, and videotape, which he had just picked up from the lab in Hollywood that morning. The weather was cloudy, with occasional snow flurries, and the thin mountain air cut like a blade, but he was feeling good. The sutures in his gums had finally healed after painful surgery to correct his exaggerated overbite, the Soderbergh family curse. And having grown up in the oppressive heat and dampness of Baton Rouge, Louisiana, he liked cold weather. He was looking forward to screening his film for the first time in front of real people.

In those days Park City was a struggling, sub-Aspen ski resort, a huddle of drab buildings ringed by a dark necklace of high-priced condos splayed across the snow-covered hills around it. A mining town in the previous century, it was well on its way to becoming a theme park, with faux Wild West wooden facades jammed together like teeth up and down both sides of Main Street. The restaurants bore names like the Grubstake, the Eating Establishment, and so on, spelled out in Gold Rush signage that featured the faces of scowling men in bowler hats and stringy handlebar mustaches staring down from wooden shingles hanging out front. It looked like the set of McCabe & Mrs. Miller, directed by Walt Disney instead of Robert Altman. The town’s tarnished crown jewel was the Egyptian Theater, located at the top of Main Street and the festival’s screening venue of choice, built in 1926 apparently as a replica of the old Warner’s Egyptian in Pasadena. Everywhere the young director turned were puffy, down-clad filmmakers looking like so many Pillsbury Doughboys flogging their films.

Sundance had taken over the ailing U.S. Film Festival in 1985, despite Redford’s publicly stated objection to festivals. They involved too much hype, they were too competitive, and so on. But he was finally persuaded by the logic of the argument: so far, the institute had only addressed the development part of the filmmaking equation. By ignoring marketing, distribution, and exhibition, it was virtually relegating itself to irrelevance. “There was a real fear that Sundance would be perceived as this utopian thing in the mountains, without making any impact on independent filmmaking in the United States,” explains former Sundance executive director Sterling Van Wagenen. And, wonders director Sydney Pollack, “If a tree falls in the forest, and nobody hears it, does it make a noise? There is no noise with a movie unless somebody watches it.”

Wearing several layers of sweaters, jeans, scuffed leather boots, and a threadbare black cotton duster so long the hem flirted with his ankles, Soderbergh made his way carefully down the icy streets banked with mounds of filthy snow. His hair was long, his prominent ears nestled in the nimbus of auburn ringlets that surrounded his face like an aureole of cotton candy. Soderbergh wore glasses with thick lenses that sat like a saddle on an aquiline nose cantilevered over a thin mouth. He was tall, about six feet, and skinny, with long graceless limbs. He looked, as one journalist un-flatteringly described him, like a “stork with red hair.” He always thought he was unattractive. Once, watching a scene from his own picture, he ran his fingers over his face, plucking at his cheeks. “Look at Jimmy [Spader] and Andie [MacDowell],” he exclaimed. “I mean, they have cheekbones. You could plane doors with my face.” Still, despite a certain lack of harmony among the parts, the overall effect was not displeasing. His eyes radiated intelligence. He had a quick, disarming smile, and a dark, self-deprecating sense of humor.

The festival was one of the few devoted exclusively to American indies, which in those days existed well beneath the radar of all but a small band of dedicated enthusiasts. It was a sleepy gathering, not yet the make-or-break event for filmmakers that it would soon become. Few of the films that played the festival got distributed; even fewer scripts that went through the labs got produced, and when by some fluke one did, it was hardly likely to set the world on fire. No agents showed up, few publicists, and fewer press. There was no reason to; the films, with a few exceptions, were eminently forgettable. Even the critics, who dutifully approached each festival like an obligatory visit to a sick friend, were running out of patience. John Powers, writing in Film Comment, had dismissed the 1987 festival as more interesting for “the skiing and the parties” than the movies, and charged that independent film had “settled into a complacent mediocrity whose axiom is ‘Play it safe.’ ”

Soderbergh’s film, which had cost $1.2 million, a hefty budget for an indie feature in those days, had been a tough sell to the festival. Outside of the fact that it had been shot in Baton Rouge, and might therefore qualify as regional, it didn’t fit the profile. By design as well as default, Sundance had become wedded to the kind of watered-down populism that was still hanging around from the 1960s, the kind that animated, if that’s the right word, Northern Lights and Heartland. The politically correct, regional Americana ran thinly through the veins of the “granola” films, Sundance warhorses like Gal Young ’Un, El Norte, and The Ballad of Gregorio Cortez, what Lory Smith, one of the programmers, admiringly described as “feel-good, socially responsible” pictures. They were content-driven, not director-driven, often about less-than-pressing social issues. They were like Anne of Green Gables for adults, often featuring Colleen Dewhurst, Richard Farnsworth, Wilford Brimley, or equivalents. Occasionally, if a filmmaker got lucky, he might land a weathered Sam Shepard squinting into the sun while spitting tabakky through his crooked teeth and kicking cow patties at the lens with his boot.

The Grand Jury Prize rarely went to the best film, but rather to the most worthy film, and was therefore regarded as the kiss of death. In 1987, the dramatic award went to Jill Godmilow’s paralytic Waiting for the Moon, and the following year to Rob Nilsson’s Heat and Sunlight. That same year, the festival had reached a nadir of mediocrity unprecedented even in its history of mediocrity, featuring films where you needed a magnifying glass to find the plot, like Rachel River, or The Silence at Bethany, set among Mennonites, which concerned itself with a crisis set off by milk delivery on Sunday. The festival was regarded by many distributors as toxic. If Cinecom, say, or the Samuel Goldwyn Company had a film it thought might cross over, they would withhold it from Sundance lest it be stigmatized as an “art” film. (It was a sign of things to come that, even by 1989, to be known as an “art” film was to have been kissed by death. Soderbergh had been admonished to refer to sex, lies as a “specialty” film.)

But nobody in sex, lies wore bib overalls. Rather, the film was set among urban yuppies in Baton Rouge. The picture had been pushed by Marjorie Skouras, director of acquisitions for Skouras Pictures, whose breakthrough release had been Lasse Hallström’s My Life as a Dog in 1985, a film that grossed a very healthy $9.1 million. In the 1980s, the few indie distributors who sank money into production, like Cinecom, went bankrupt; the rest bought the rights to finished films financed by others that they discovered at festivals. Acquisitions was a relaxed, gentleman’s business, and veterans look back on that era fondly. Skouras loved her job. She recalls, “People were passionate for the right reasons. It was about the art and the filmmakers and the excitement of reaching a community. We acquired interesting films at a very low cost. The business wasn’t driven by the big money.”

Skouras was a member of the festival selection committee. Nancy Tenenbaum, a friend and one of sex, lies’s producers, asked her to take a look. The film was still in rough shape and boasted of no actors of any renown. Not expecting much, Skouras popped the tape into her VCR at 11:30 one night before she went to sleep, and she wasn’t disappointed. There was not much in the way of plot or action, and no sex to speak of, despite the provocative title—just people sitting around talking about sex. She went, Huh?

Tenenbaum understood. She too had passed when she first scanned the script. “It read like a first draft,” she says, “long speeches, tons of monologues.” But then Soderbergh called her, convinced her to meet him. She remembers him as an Elvis Costello look-alike, wearing shirts buttoned all the way up to the Adam’s apple, geeky or maybe retro if you were inclined to be generous. His mouth was sewn up, courtesy of the dental surgeon, and he talked through clenched teeth. He lived like the single guy he was, ate out of cans, Dinty Moore, franks and beans. But Tenenbaum liked him. He told her exactly what he thought, and he was very serious about making movies, a diamond in the rough. “He doesn’t hedge his words, is extremely rational,” she says. “Doesn’t gush sentimentality. Doesn’t like to dumb things down or explain them ad nauseam.” She agreed to help him. But Tenenbaum had a lot of trouble raising money for a movie about an impotent guy who videotapes women talking about their sexual experiences and then gets off watching the tapes. “Sex, lies was passed on by just about everyone out there,” she recalls. “A lot of people thought it was perverted. One friend of mine who isn’t prudish found it vile. She said to me, ‘It’s pretty disgusting, Nancy, what are you doing getting involved in a movie like that?’ I felt self-conscious, thinking, Maybe I’m doing something wrong.”

In any event, a few days later, Skouras had lunch with Larry Estes, the senior vice president for feature film acquisitions at RCA/Columbia Home Video, which had put up the biggest chunk of cash for sex, lies, and hence numbered, along with Bobby Newmyer and Nick Wechsler, as another of the five producers the picture had accumulated—like the sticky trail left by a snail—in the course of its slow and tortuous journey to the screen. Although Soderbergh’s backers were politely encouraging, nobody had said, “I think you’ve made a great film.” It was more like, “Well, it’s okay,” or, “You haven’t embarrassed yourself—and it’s still too long.” None of them thought his film had much commercial potential. Estes, who retained what he assumed was the film’s most valuable asset—the video rights—was just looking to break even, especially since he felt Soderbergh had welched on his promise to include some skin. Months before, when Estes looked at Laura San Giacomo’s audition tape, he had asked Soderbergh, “Is she going to have a problem with the nudity?” Without hesitation, Soderbergh assured him that she wouldn’t, saying, “No. She’s in this play called Beirut where she is naked on the stage most of the time.” But Estes was watching the dailies, and hadn’t seen what he was looking for. He called Soderbergh, asked him, “Are you sure I’ve gotten all the footage? Because I’m not seeing any flesh. Why is that?”

“Because there isn’t any.”

“Why not?”

“Because I decided it wasn’t necessary. It will be more erotic if it’s not so explicit.”

“You have a commitment to shoot what’s written in the script. We may have a problem.” Soderbergh was annoyed that Estes wasn’t congratulating him on his great-looking footage instead of saying, “What happened to the tits?”

Estes asked Skouras to distribute it, even offered her a service deal.2 Says Jeff Lipsky, who was head of distribution at Skouras Pictures, “That’s how confident RCA/Columbia was that this film was a bomb.” Margie was dubious, but she discovered that the more she thought about Soderbergh’s film, the more she liked it. Lipsky, who was given to powerful enthusiasms, also saw a tape and was wild about it, thought, This is the best American indie film ever made. I’m completely blown away. He went to Tom Skouras, and said: “I would bet the company on this film.” But his boss wouldn’t give him the green light to buy it. Tom, Margie’s step-father, was the nephew of the legendary Spyros Skouras, who made his fortune in exhibition and controlled Twentieth Century Fox well into the 1960s. Some thought Tom was more passionate about restoring classic racing cars than distributing pictures. Says Lipsky, “He was so risk-averse that Margie knew it was a Sisyphean task to persuade him to buy a film where the home video rights weren’t even available, when it was like pulling hair out of her head to get him to put up a whopping $45,000 advance three years earlier for My Life as a Dog.”

Margie thought the film was good enough to go into the festival, told Tony Safford, the festival director, “You should really see it, something new.” Safford, who was smart, confident in his taste, and just short of arrogant, agreed to look at it. Although he hated the regional films that Sundance loved, and boasted of an eclectic, quirky taste, sex, lies left him cold. Still, Margie pressed him, said, “As a favor to me, take this film, I really feel that strongly about it.” Safford gave in, and sex, lies, and videotape became the last entry accepted into the sixteen-film competition of the 1989 U.S. Film Festival.

This would prove to be a banner year in the short, lusterless history of the festival. Among the other films in competition were Nancy Savoca’s True Love, with Annabella Sciorra; Martin Donovan’s Apartment Zero, with Colin Firth and Hart Bochner; Jonathan Wacks’s Powwow Highway, executive-produced by George Harrison; Jeffrey Noyes Scher’s Prisoners of Inertia, with Amanda Plummer; and Michael Lehmann’s Heathers, with Winona Ryder, Shannen Doherty, and Christian Slater, a truly questionable choice, given its Hollywood pedigree. Even in that relatively innocent, pre-cell-phone era, most of the films featured entry-level Hollywood stars or star-wannabes. The budgets ranged from $15,000 for Rick Schmidt’s Morgan’s Cake to $3 million for Heathers. Safford honored John Cassavetes—regarded by many as the godfather of the American indie film—with a retrospective.

Sex, lies premiered on Sunday night, January 22, at ten o’clock at Prospector Square, a small, cramped theater a couple of miles out of town. Before the lights went down, Soderbergh stood up, cleared his throat, and made the usual disclaimers: the film was still long, he was using a temp mix, and the titles were Xeroxed. Personal encounters always made him nervous and uncomfortable, but public occasions like this one didn’t seem to faze him. He was fatalistic. The picture was what it was. As the opening scenes unreeled, with Andie MacDowell’s character Ann talking to her shrink (Ron Vawter), at least one person in the audience thought, Oh, no, another droning indie film, and promptly dozed off. But after the first twenty minutes, the pace picked up, and by the end, the audience seemed to be with it. Soderbergh made his way to the front of the theater and answered questions. He was still uncertain about the title, a matter of contention between him and RCA/Columbia Home Video, which worried that it was too generic, and reeked of straight-to-video. He recalled, “It got to the point where they were saying, ‘You know, we can keep the first two words, sex, lies—that’s fine. But the third word—maybe we could change the third word.’ And I’m like, ‘What—sex, lies, and magnetic oxide?’ ” Soderbergh had fooled around with other titles, facetiously coming up with Hair and Plants (the actors all had great hair and continually exchanged plants as gifts), but nothing seemed right. About half the audience voted to change it. It was too early in the festival to have much basis for comparison, but Soderbergh was relieved. At least he hadn’t been hooted off the stage. In fact, two young producers, Ron Yerxa and Albert Berger, impressed with his film, took him to lunch two days later and asked him if there was anything he wanted to do. Soderbergh gave them a novel, King of the Hill, a coming-of-age story set in depression-era St. Louis, by A. E. Hotchner.

SEX, LIES came along at a particularly propitious moment for the U.S. Film Festival and its not-for-profit parent, the Sundance Institute. Only two years away from its tenth birthday, it was fighting for its life after nearly a decade of false starts, wrong turns, and dead ends. The institute was in the midst of a longterm and seemingly endless crisis of leadership. Redford, a control freak, was not in a position to run the institute himself, but neither, it seemed, was he able to let anyone else run it. The first executive director was his wife’s cousin, Sterling Van Wagenen. Van Wagenen was a charming, boyish-looking man with tousled blond hair and more passion than experience. He was the former head of the U.S. Film Festival, but better, he was family, which reassured the suspicious star. “Bob’s very paranoid, and doesn’t trust anyone who does not do the ‘Yes Bob’ shuffle,” says Maria Schaeffer, who would be general manager of the institute for four years before she was fired, leaving her bitter and disillusioned. “Sterling was a real charming, trainwreck kind of person—he could give good Sundance.”

At the outset, Van Wagenen was little more than an administrator, deferential to the board—a mix of indie filmmakers, Hollywood figures, and foundation executives. But he was a quick study. According to one source, “Sterling was a very ambitious guy who understood from the beginning that the original board members, all of whom had considerably more experience in film than he did, were potential problems for him in terms of pulling together his power base.”

The board’s terms were renewable, but some were more renewable than others, and within a very few years, certain terms—those of the indies—didn’t get renewed at all. Several of the original board members, like producer Annick Smith, felt betrayed. Smith was part of the Sundance “family.” Her film Heartland was a model for the kinds of films Sundance hoped to develop and possibly produce. She attended every lab in the early years, either with a project or as a resource person. “Sundance started out as one thing and changed into something else,” she said in 1990. “It became more Hollywood. I haven’t been back there since. I haven’t been asked.” Adds another board member, “They eliminated the people who created the institute, that gave blood and sweat, and had a real stake in it, the people who had the vision and the passion. A lot of us put in a tremendous amount of time, and what we got out of it was a silver-plated ashtray.”

Moreover, for some of the board, Redford’s “Ordinary Bob” routine was wearing thin. Says one who worked closely with the star, “He wants to be seen as part of a group, but he’s also the king. There are lots of subtle ways he’ll let you know that: the way he walks out on the middle of your presentation, the way he writes a note while somebody else is speaking, the way he doesn’t say anything for half an hour, then talks for forty-five minutes, and then leaves, as if that’s the last word. Bob used to say, ‘This is not Robert Redford’s Sundance, this is all of you.’ We appreciated the intention of the remark, but we all knew it was bullshit.”

Despite his detractors, Van Wagenen was a decent man and a key player in those early years. But it wasn’t too long before he began to get restless. In the beginning, he had been content to do Redford’s bidding, and he had done it well. But if Redford believed Van Wagenen had no ambitions of his own, he was mistaken. The two men nearly came to blows over a script called The Giant Joshua, which surfaced at the very first lab in 1981. The filmmakers’ labs, held once a year in June, were the heart of Sundance. The assumption governing the lab process was that indies have something to say but lack the skills to say it, and that Hollywood has nothing to say, but says it with great skill. The lab was a place where the twain met. Indies would come with promising scripts that they would proceed to rewrite, direct, tape, and edit with the help of topflight Hollywood talent, known as “resource people.” Sundance was a fresh air camp for Hollywood’s deserving poor. Seven or so scripts were chosen for the 1981 trial run. At the beginning, there was a distinctly “We’ve got the barn, let’s put on a play” air to the labs. Every day was an adventure in improvisation as a ski resort was transformed into a jerrybuilt backlot. The ski-rental shed was used as a screening room. “We’d convert the restaurant into a place to stage scenes during the daytime,” Redford remembered fondly in 1990. “At night, we’d put the furniture back. We’d move the fire engine out of the firehouse and use the building as a soundstage. It was really rough.”

The Giant Joshua was written by John and Denise Earle. It was based on a sprawling three-generational account of a pioneer Mormon family, written by Maureen Whipple in the 1940s, that the Earles had optioned. According to Denise, one week after the lab was over, they got a call from a Redford representative who wanted to buy their script. She recalls, Redford “was irritated when we bought the option. His attitude was, ‘The script is worthless; let us take it off your hands.’ We were supposed to be happy that he was interested and walk away. It made us feel small.” Then, still according to Denise, along came Van Wagenen offering more money to buy the very same script to produce himself, with some sort of financial participation for both of them. The Earles made a deal. In 1984, John Earle died of a heart attack, and everything was put on hold. In October of that same year, Van Wagenen took a leave of absence to produce The Trip to Bountiful, written and directed by institute darling Horton Foote. With Van Wagenen gone, there was no one but Redford to pick up the slack. But “Redford was not there when you needed him,” says Safford. “It’s not just that he’s unavailable, but getting to him is a complicated game of cat and mouse, approach avoidance.” In January 1985, the star decamped for Africa to make Out of Africa. As one former board member puts it, Sundance “had become a ship without a rudder.”

Trip to Bountiful was a success (it won an Oscar for Geraldine Page) and Van Wagenen returned to Sundance in 1986. Redford, who had not been pleased to see him go, did not seem pleased to see him return. Emboldened by Bountiful’s success, Van Wagenen moved ahead on Giant Joshua. “This project was like Merlin—it was like a sorcerer’s tool—and what it did to people was sort of amazing,” Redford recalls. “Sterling asked me if I would do the film. I said ‘Yes.’ He said, ‘Can I work on the production?’ And I said, ‘Yes.’ After he got the rights, Sterling developed his own ambitions. The next thing I know, it jumped from him wanting to develop it for me while I was busy on other projects, to him producing it with me directing it, to him directing it. I was suddenly out of it and being asked to have my company make it. Basically, that’s leveraging off of me. So we had a disagreement about it.”

Redford’s backing had enabled Van Wagenen to put the financing together with Carolco, which was eager to shed the image of being the house that Rambo built, in the spring of 1987. Van Wagenen had selected Vanessa Redgrave for the female lead. “It was a perfect set of circumstances, if Bob would have supported me as a director,” Van Wagenen complains. “We got right to the edge—ten days before the start of preproduction. Then Bob pulled the plug.” According to Michael Hausman, who was set to produce, “Redford said to Carolco, ‘I don’t think it can be made.’ He didn’t think we had enough money, which was ridiculous. He created [so many] obstacles that the money fell out.” Says Earle, “Redford never wanted Sterling to go out on his own. He wanted him to be his gofer.” Van Wagenen stayed on as a board member until 1988. Ironically, looking backward at what he helped wrought, his position has changed. “Maybe because so many of us came of age in the ’60s, we envisioned an open infrastructure that had the rigorous participation of independent filmmakers where there would be debate,” he says. “I remember those early meetings with Victor Nunez, Moctezuma Esparza, Larry Littlebird, and Annick Smith, who had very strong opinions about where Sundance should go. Those people got weeded out. My last Sundance board meeting was held in a conference room at CAA Beverly Hills. Joe Roth was sitting on one side of me and Mike Ovitz on the other, and I looked around, and there were no independent filmmakers in the room at all.” With Van Wagenen preoccupied by producing, and his relationship with Redford virtually ended—today, Redford does not take his phone calls—the institute suffered. Says former board member Howard Klein of the Rockefeller Foundation, “In 1984, ’85, and ’86, no one was in charge.”

In 1985, Redford hired Gary Beer, a former Washington lobbyist to solve the management muddle. Beer was a pudgy, unremarkable looking man who wore oversize aviator glasses and his dun-colored hair fashionably long and disordered, a lock falling casually over his forehead. He came from a different world, and struck some people like a breath of fresh air. Says Suzanne Weil, who was executive director of Sundance from 1989 to 1990, “He was funnier and hipper than most of the people on the staff.” But he was brusque, arrogant, and dismissive, and much of the institute staff disliked him.

Beer became executive vice president, and it wasn’t long before the contradiction between the realities of the day-to-day grind of running an under-financed nonprofit and the Hollywood glitter of the fund-raising side, which required hobnobbing with celebrities, became more acute. According to several sources Beer, who was making about $100,000 a year, displayed the habits of a studio executive, staying in expensive hotels and eating at pricey restaurants. Maria Schaeffer, whom Beer hired, says, “Many for-profit corporations expect you to abuse [your expense account]. But Gary didn’t understand he was working for a nonprofit, and people under him were making almost nothing.” Indeed, Schaeffer charges that “All we were doing was maintaining the infrastructure and the high-priced executives with Jeeps and car phones, while there was no money to conduct the programs. The reason Gary Beer lives is to tell people he works for Bob Redford. He was willing to do whatever he thought Bob wanted. It was, ‘Yes Bob, yes Bob.’ ” Many blamed Redford for Beer. “Bob had blinders on about Gary,” says a source. Beer was like “the hunchback who manipulates the handsome prince.”

Beer, who is now CEO of Smithsonian Business Ventures, emphatically denies any improprieties. The institute “is not like one of these organizations where 90 percent of the budget goes to overhead. It’s way under the national average of 15 or 17 percent.” There was nothing illegal about anything Beer did, and Johann Jacobs, a former Sundance financial officer, argues that the problem was not so much Beer as that “it was never clear where the difference lay between the institute, the resort, and the Sundance Group [a for-profit entity set up to develop commercial business opportunities for Redford]. It was hard to say, ‘Yes, this is right, or no, this isn’t right.’ ”

Indeed, the expenses may have been justified and the accounting procedures accurate, but correctly or incorrectly, there was a general perception of waste, and it was a huge morale factor. A chasm opened up between Sundance’s high-flying executives, who breathed the rarefied air of wealth and celebrity, and its young, poorly paid, idealistic staff, which felt under-appreciated. “I worked there for a year and one half before Bob spoke my name,” says Schaeffer. The people who actually did the work running the programs struggled to make ends meet. Adds Cathy Schulman, who worked as a programmer at the festival in the early 1990s, “There was a lot of resentment, because you had people on the corporate side living this glitzy life, while at the festival and the lab the penny-pinching was really extraordinary. No expense accounts. You couldn’t take a filmmaker to lunch. We were always flying on the worst planes at the worst times with the most connections.” Schulman even had to share a hotel room with a male colleague. “That was weird, a man and a woman, even though he was gay. He’d say, ‘Just pretend I’m another girl.’ If his boyfriend came to stay with him, it was the two of them and me!”

Originally, the idea was that the resort, a Redford-owned for-profit business, would support the institute. But the resort had never been a big money maker, and so it turned out that the institute was the resort’s single biggest customer, spending a little less than half of its annual lab budget for rental of cottages and food services. “We could have gotten comparable services [from outside vendors] for less, but we weren’t allowed to because we had to help finance the resort,” says Schaeffer. Thus, the original model was turned on its head: a nonprofit institution helped support an unprofitable business.

Redford was acutely aware of the discontent. “It drove me crazy,” he says. “The whole point was to have an egalitarian tone. I don’t take kindly to fat-cat behavior. I’d caution Gary about it.” Still, the animus toward Beer may have been misplaced. As one former Sundance executive puts it, “To make Gary, or anybody else, the lightning rod for conflict within the organization is a bit of a shell game. Bob is unbelievably talented at deflecting blame, because at the end of the day, he is the man behind the curtain. All roads lead to Bob.”

In 1988, Redford appointed Tom Wilhite, who had been vice president of production at Disney, executive director, and Beer was “Sundanced” over to the Sundance Group, apparently because so many program heads had complained about him. Wilhite did not bother to cultivate much of a relationship with Redford, never sought his permission to blow his nose like his predecessors, and before long the two men butted heads. Oddly enough, the tipping point that sent Wilhite into outer darkness may well have been the highly successful series of “Great Movie Music” events which took place from March of 1988 through 1989 and were organized by Wilhite and composer David Newman. By all accounts, what should have been a fund-raising watershed at New York’s Lincoln Center turned into a traumatic and contentious fiasco. A gaggle of celebrities was on hand at the glittering occasion, and top Hollywood composers like Maurice Jarre, Marvin Hamlisch, and Henry Mancini donated their services.

But Redford was unhappy. According to one staffer, “Redford thought it was too Hollywood.” He reportedly had a hissy fit because he didn’t want to wear a tuxedo and was angered by the involvement of Charlton Heston, the National Rifle Association standard bearer, although staffers say he was informed on numerous occasions in advance of the event and never objected. In any case, he refused to come out of the green room at Lincoln Center to greet donors. The star explained, “I said, ‘Don’t put me in the center of this evening.’ And I suddenly found myself smack in the center of it. I resented it.” Van Wagenen, who probably knew Redford better than most, explains his behavior this way. “Bob does have a fundamental sense of integrity. His instinct said, Something needs to be done by somebody with visibility and power in the industry to support the independents. But he is not naturally a public person, and when he’s put in positions where he has to function publicly, he can get irritable, and sometimes that turns into anger.”

Redford was such a magnet for money that from the start, the institute was dependent on him to raise it. But he found it humiliating to hold out the tin cup. Once, in the early 1980s, he visited Marvin Davis, who then owned Fox, to hit him up for a gift. Davis was watching football on TV and seemed more interested in the game than in Redford. “He said. ‘Hey, look, I’m going to give you the money, because you cared enough to come see me,’ ” recalls Redford. “Then he said, ‘There’s a few ladies out in the pool. Why don’t you go jump in?’ What’s really bad is I did. But in those days we needed all the help we could get.”

Although the concert was a huge success, raising $600,000, Redford tried to cancel a similar event in Los Angeles (he relented only after the Hollywood Bowl, which had already sold tickets, threatened him with a law suit), and did succeed in cancelling the Chicago concert which featured the Chicago Symphony. Proud of their work, staffers regarded this as a “slap in the face,” says former accountant Gary Burr. Adds Mary Cranney, associate director of development, Redford’s attitude was often perceived this way: “It was like Bob was saying, ‘This is my dream, but don’t bother me—I want you to fund it.’ ”

“Redford doesn’t fire people, he just stops talking to them,” says Safford. He stopped talking to Wilhite. When his head rolled, Sundance staffers were irate, but not surprised. Sundance was again without a director. As 1988 drew to a close, a gloomy Redford addressed the staff in the Sundancer, the institute’s newsletter. “Sundance,” he wrote, “is a place with no luck, where the birds refuse to nest, where there is no local support beyond lip service, where water dries up, snow avoids us like the plague, and unpaid bills pile up like soot on a city fire escape. But by God I love it, and I love you, and that’s all that counts. Merry Christmas.”

EVEN THOUGH he had spent a couple of years knocking out scripts in Los Angeles, doing what he could do to keep change in his pocket and move his career to the next square, Soderbergh didn’t know a soul in Park City. He was broke, having gone through the $35,000-odd he got to write, shoot, and edit sex, lies. He couldn’t even afford to rent a car and was forced to use the shuttle bus or walk. He had nothing to do but wait for the next screening, on Wednesday, when he expected to be joined by a handful of friends, along with two cast members, Peter Gallagher and Laura San Giacomo. Much to his surprise, the tickets were gone a half hour before showtime, and the lobby was packed with excited moviegoers. This was also the first screening to be attended by distributors, which wasn’t saying much, because in those days, few bothered to take the long flight to Salt Lake City. Among the ones who showed up were Michael Barker and Tom Bernard, who were running Orion Classics. The two men alarmed Soderbergh by walking out after twenty minutes. He thought, Oh well, I guess we’re going straight to video.

Sitting on the floor in the back of the theater was Ira Deutchman, a short, slight, good-natured young man with an open face who appeared altogether too young to have been one of the troika that had founded Cinecom. Just a few weeks earlier, in mid-December, Deutchman had been ignominiously forced out, and now he was at Sundance on his own dime trying to regain his footing. Coming in from the airport, he had asked the driver, “So what have you heard about that’s really good?” Without missing a beat, the young man replied, “There was a movie that screened last night that has everybody buzzing, called sex, lies, and videotape.” Deutchman made a beeline for the next screening. He noticed Newmyer, one of the producers, standing in the back of the theater. Deutchman knew that neither he nor video companies like RCA/Columbia that had gotten into production had any experience marketing movies. He saw a niche: he would help them find a distributor, then consult on the marketing. With that in mind, he went up to Newmyer and offered to work on sex, lies. Newmyer replied, “Great idea, really interesting.”

Soderbergh was a glass-half-empty kind of guy, and he discounted the favorable response as one from a “festival” audience, that is, one predisposed to be generous. He was worried that the good word of mouth his film was generating would backfire, raise the expectations of the audience so high that future viewers would inevitably be disappointed. But he could not have been insensible of the fact that strangers began to accost him on the street. One man asked, “Can my girlfriend kiss your feet?”

A week after Soderbergh arrived, sex, lies was finally screened at the Egyptian. The tickets were scalped, a first for the festival. The crush was so bad that Soderbergh felt like he’d been “flypapered.” He recalls, “It was the first time I really felt a concentrated kind of energy coming at me. I had to fight my way out. At one point, some woman handed me a business card saying, if I need a place to stay in L.A. I could stay with her. My agent, Pat Dollard, was standing right next to me. We exchanged a look as if to say, This is very, very weird.”

The appeal of sex, lies was so palpable, it was like a contagion. With the benefit of hindsight, it is not hard to understand. It was the paradigmatic indie film. Soderbergh not only directed it, he wrote the script as well, rendering him a genuine “filmmaker.” Moreover, the story was personal, based on aspects of his own life to which he darkly alluded. In 1987, at the age of twenty-four, he had an epiphany. He recalled, “I was involved in a relationship with a woman in which I was deceptive and mentally manipulative. I got involved with a number of other women simultaneously—I was just fucking up. Looking back on what happened, I was very intent on getting acceptance and approval from whatever woman I happened to pick out, and then as soon as I got it, I wasn’t interested anymore. . . . 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. Another six months of this behavior—this went on for the better part of a year—and I would have been, bare minimum, alcoholic and, going on from there, mentally screwed up. . . . I just became somebody that, if I knew them, I would hate. Then one day it hit me that there was no bottom. It would just keep going until I drank myself into a grave or someone shot me.” He tried therapy, but it didn’t take. Had he been able, he would, he said, have joined a twelve-step program for recovering liars.

Coming at the end of the 1980s, sex, lies was the first Gen-X picture, taking shots at the predatory, suspender-wearing, Reagan-era yuppie (played with just the right degree of preening entitlement by Gallagher), in favor of Spader’s version of Soderbergh, a recovering liar who is withholding and impotent, to boot, yet soft and sensitive, a feminized man racked by the kind of guilt that was obviously a stranger to the freewheeling Oliver Norths of the decade about to be past. A premature slacker, aimless, and lacking money, career, or ambition, Spader’s character, Graham, can fit the entirety of his worldly possessions into the trunk of his car. Still, in Soderbergh’s hands, his preoccupation with moral issues ennobles him, particularly in contrast to the venality of Gallagher’s Me Generation avatar.

Despite its diagrammatic, audience-flattering Manichaeism (the good slacker versus the bad yuppie, complemented by good and bad sisters, played by MacDowell and San Giacomo), sex, lies hit a nerve. To Edward Norton, it was his generation’s The Graduate. Recalling the film’s impact, he says, “There’s a zeitgeist, there’s a generational energy being expressed in that movie. Spader has a hesitancy, a reluctance to engage, a shell-shockedness in the face of the collective cynicism of our parents about how messed up things were, that many of us connected with. It’s about a guy who’s just closed down from what he’s expected to engage in, a guy who just wants to keep things simple. I’ll always remember this line, ‘I just want one key.’ People just plugged right into that sentiment.”

If sex, lies was not a great film, it was a very good one. Characteristically, Soderbergh himself, always his own harshest critic, couldn’t or wouldn’t do it justice: “When I look at it now, it looks like something made by someone who wants to think he’s deep but really isn’t. To me the fact that it got the response it did was only indicative of the fact that there was so little else for people to latch onto out there.”

The festival was winding down, but still there were no offers. “It was different then,” the filmmaker continues. “There wasn’t that sense, on the part of the studios, like, If I don’t close this today, it’s gonna be gone. The sensation was more, We’ll see what happens after the festival.”

As award night approached, the buzz was that sex, lies was going to win the Grand Jury Prize in the dramatic competition. Fearing the worst, as usual, Soderbergh didn’t want to hear about it, and this time he was right. The prize went to True Love, Nancy Savoca’s inspired homage to romance in the Bronx. Then Paul Mazursky, the master of ceremonies, dramatically announced, “I’ve seen it and I loved it: sex, lies, and videotape!” Soderbergh’s film won the Audience Prize. The director, his face flushed and his ears bright red, stumbled up to the podium and muttered a few words, thanked Marjorie Skouras, and went out to celebrate. The next day he caught the flight back to L.A.

To Soderbergh, back in L.A., the ten days in Sundance seemed like a dream. He was still broke, and he was still in dental hell. When he was growing up, his parents had never bothered to take him to the dentist. “I got a toothache when I was nine and went to the dentist essentially for the first time,” he recalls. “The guy just went, ‘Oh my God!’ During the period of sex, lies, the orthodontist said, ‘Your jaw’s out of alignment.’ They took tissue out of the roof of my mouth and grafted it along the portions of my gum line that needed shoring up. It was a disaster, a four-year process. I had to have braces for a year.”

Then a friend thrust into his hands five copies of the Variety review of sex, lies, written by Todd McCarthy, a rave. His agent got a call from Pollack. He had read the review and wanted to see the picture. Right on the heels of that call, Soderbergh heard from Barbara Maltby, a producer with a deal at Wildwood, Redford’s production company. Yerxa and Berger had alerted her to sex, lies and passed along King of the Hill. She told him that Redford wanted to be in business with him.

Don Simpson and Jerry Bruckheimer’s office phoned. For someone like Soderbergh, the uber-producers represented everything that was toxic about the business, and he didn’t even bother returning their calls. “They’re slime, just barely passing for humans,” he told Rolling Stone’s Terri Minsky some months later. But he didn’t actually know Simpson and Bruckheimer, and subsequently had to issue an embarrassing apology.

Dollard, who took five hundred calls concerning Soderbergh in the course of a month, had to work into the small hours of the morning to find time for his other clients. “It’s like being the manager of the Doors in 1967,” he said at the time. Dollard raised Soderbergh’s asking fee from $35,000 to $250,000 to write, $100,000 for a rewrite, and $500,000 to direct.

Soderbergh knew he had to take advantage of the heat around him before he was hit with a blast of arctic air, which he expected momentarily. On March 8, he met with Pollack. He was excited, thought, Wow, Sydney Pollack! Soderbergh suggested a book called The Last Ship, set among a handful of survivors of World War III, a sort of On the Beach on the water. Then he got a call from Mark Johnson who ran Baltimore Pictures, director Barry Levinson’s company. Soderbergh told him he was interested in Lem Dobbs’s Kafka script. Kafka had been circulating for years and enjoyed a considerable underground cachet, but no one would touch it because it had “uncommercial” written all over it. Meanwhile, Pollack had pitched The Last Ship to Casey Silver at Universal, who went for it in the third week of April. Soderbergh was suddenly juggling three projects. His brilliant career was getting complicated.

Meanwhile, the indie distributors were not idle. The sky over Larry Estes’s RCA/Columbia office in a spanking new building at the corner of Olive and Riverside in Burbank was dark with buyers circling overhead. The parlous finances of some of these companies just made them more eager; they grasped at sex, lies like a lifeline. Moreover, with their film almost incandescent with heat, Estes and Newmyer were in the enviable position of being able to pick and choose. The two producers, seated in the RCA/Columbia conference room with its imposing stone-topped table, slotted in every buyer in town and watched them perform their dog-and-pony shows at one-hour intervals. Barker and Bernard from Orion Classics, Janet Grillo from New Line, Lipsky from Skouras. Bingham Ray made an impassioned pitch for Alive Films: “We’re not as well-heeled as some of these other companies, but we’re hungrier, because it’s me, and I’m really, really hungry,” he pleaded. “This film, I’m drooling. I would chop my left arm to do it. I’ll make the best possible offer, but . . . ah . . . ah . . . I don’t have any money to offer you! Thank you very much.” Of course he didn’t get it.

New Line offered a couple of hundred thousand dollars but was deterred by the absence of video rights and regarded Savoca’s True Love as a better bet. Goldwyn, too, was breathing heavily. Like Tom Skouras, Sam Goldwyn was a scion of Hollywood royalty. He had a reputation for looking over his shoulder at the studios, worrying about their opinion, staying in the good graces of the Lew Wasserman crowd. Goldwyn was a gentleman—genteel, magnanimous, and gracious. His company had a policy against giving advances without video rights. But there was one small, struggling company that contacted Estes and Newmyer that was not genteel, magnanimous, or gracious. It was called Miramax.

IN THE BEGINNING, back in 1979, the Weinsteins were bottom-feeders, trolling for movies—anything on celluloid—that no one else would touch. Like many in the film business, they have soft-core skeletons rattling around their closet, movies with titles like I’m Not Feeling Myself Tonight and A Thousand and One Arabian Nights. They understood that sex sells. If The 400 Blows changed Harvey’s life, as he claims, for Bob it was I Am Curious Yellow, rated X for full frontal nudity. The brothers noticed, as Bob wrote in Vanity Fair, “a packed audience of ‘art-lovers’ who never would have set foot in a movie with subtitles but for the fact that there was a little something extra added,” namely, sex. They took films, often British, X-rated, and priced so that they could afford them, altered them to make them more palatable to the U.S. audiences, then sold them to hungry home-video distributors and to the burgeoning cable networks like Showtime or Cinemax. When Harvey stumbled on Goodbye, Emmanuelle, the third of the endless (and profitable) series of soft-core movies starring Sylvia Krystal, he must have grinned broadly and helped himself to another tuna on rye.

The brothers drifted into distribution with a couple of concert films, including one that featured Genesis, and another Paul McCartney. On his way back from Cannes in June 1981, Harvey stopped off in London and acquired The Secret Policeman’s Ball (SPB), the film version of a benefit concert for Amnesty International that featured comic turns by members of Britain’s two biggest comedy groups, Beyond the Fringe and the Pythons, who were hot off The Life of Brian (1979), along with music by Pete Townshend, among others. The folks at Amnesty, which was nearly bankrupt, knew precious little about the movie business, did not have high expectations for the film, and did not expect an advance—a situation ready-made for the Weinsteins. They exploited it to the hilt.

The picture’s producer, Martin N. Lewis, a flamboyant, speed-rapping Brit and would-be stand-up comic, met Harvey at a hotel in Mayfair. Even though he hadn’t seen the picture, Harvey was wildly enthusiastic, gushed, in a raspy, Queens-inflected growl that rarely escaped the register of a tuba, “This is fantastic, we can really promote this, we’re gonna play this big, we did this for Paul McCartney!!!” Lewis was nonplussed but grateful that someone was showing interest in his baby, and after listening to Harvey spritz for thirty seconds, surprise turned to love, and he exclaimed, “OK, you gotta deal.” Years later, he recalls, “It was an impulsive gesture. There was something about the energy of the guy. I was not unaware that there were bullshit merchants in the world, but I felt he was a bullshit merchant who was gonna deliver.”

Lewis, however, made one mistake. He happened to mention to Harvey that he was working on a sequel. Harvey exclaimed, “Great, fantastic!” and then every week the call would come: “How’s the sequel going?”

“Well, we’re gonna do it—”

“When, when are you gonna do it?”

“In September. We may give you the sequel, but let’s see how you do with this one.”

“Martin, we need to make a few edits.”

“You need to edit?”

“Well, some of this stuff is not gonna play well with an American audience. You gotta trust me on this. We’re gonna have to cut it back.” Lewis demurred. After all, this was original Python material, never before seen. But Harvey cut and cut, and cut some more. Before long, a movie that had been about 110 minutes long was reduced almost by half, to about 65 minutes. Still, Lewis didn’t understand why Harvey was so anxious to get hold of the sequel. When it was finally ready, it contained more Python material, much more music—Sting, Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, Phil Collins—and it was made by a real director, Julian Temple, for about $120,000. It was called The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball (SPOB). By this time Harvey was calling Lewis several times a day. Solicitously, he asked, “How’s everything doing, how’s the new show coming? Are the rights available?” Lewis’s first obligation was to Amnesty, and he had a duty to get the best deal that he could. He was confident The SPB would be a smash hit and was hoping to sell the sequel to an American major for a huge advance. So he always made the same reply: “Let’s see how you do with The Secret Policeman’s Ball.”

Lewis brought SPOB to Los Angeles’s film festival, Filmex, in March of 1982, hoping to find a buyer. Instead, he ran into Harvey, who again began the drumbeat: “We gotta get The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball, we gotta have it, you gotta give it to us.” Worn down, Lewis agreed. Still in denial, Lewis asked, “It’s a double bill, isn’t that what you’re thinking about?” Harvey replied, “No, no, no, that would be three hours, people aren’t going to spend three hours watching two movies, you’ve got to boil it down to one film. You can make a lot more money if you can make one movie that plays like gangbusters.” That was his favorite phrase in those days, “plays like gangbusters.” After six weeks in the editing room, they succeeded in reducing two movies to one, 240 minutes to about 100 minutes. They called the combined version The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball and hoped it would play like gangbusters.

Harvey had sold Lewis on the basis of his experience with rock ’n’ roll concert films, McCartney and Genesis, but Lewis started looking at the marketing campaigns they’d done. He thought, Jesus, what the hell is this? Spaced Out? Goodbye, Emmanuelle? What have I got myself into here? “I discovered that they knew nothing about movie distribution,” he says. “They had the passion, but there was a lot of bluster there. I looked at the mocked-up ads, and I was appalled. They were terrible, tasteless. One of them involved quotes from various film critics on a roll of toilet paper.” Lewis told the brothers, “Your campaign is shit, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“Look, I may be fat, but I’m not stupid. You know better, do you?”

“Yeah, I think I do.” Lewis was aware that Jerry Falwell had recently campaigned against the Pythons’ Life of Brian when it was released in 1979. In an effort to create some controversy of his own by tweaking the Moral Majority, he designed a TV spot around Python Graham Chapman, dressed conservatively in a three-piece suit, seated at a desk with an American flag directly behind him. Chapman says something like, “My fellow Americans, I’m from the Oral Majority. I want to protest strongly against this disgusting new motion picture, The Secret Policeman’s Other Ball. It is without doubt the most lewd, lascivious, tasteless movie since The Sound of Music. This movie must be banned before it turns us all into a nation of perverts!” At which point he stands up, revealing a pink tutu and black fishnet stockings. Lewis presented his idea to the brothers, saying, “Let’s get the movie banned.” He recalls, “There was this blank look on Bob and Harvey’s faces. They didn’t understand publicity. They didn’t know about stories, angles, hypes, stunts. To them, publicity was just film reviews. Advertising, buying space. They were concert promoters.”

But the Weinsteins gave Lewis the green light. At most, he hoped to get lucky with a few column items. He didn’t bank on Donald Wildmon’s Coalition for Better Television, which at the time was on a rampage against the networks. The skittish NBC affiliate in New York turned down the ad, citing a 1941 joint resolution of Congress banning the use of the American flag in advertisements. Lewis promptly called Saturday Night Live, which, though a bit long in the tooth, was still flush with the success of its early years, and asked them to run the spot. They did, on Weekend Update. Recalls Lewis, “We had a huge story! Bob’s and Harvey’s eyes popped out on stalks. ‘Aha, aha, aha!’ They got it, they understood what publicity was: ‘Martin, we were going to spend $5,000 on a local TV spot, this is running nationally, this is worth $100,000.’ ” Suddenly, Lewis, whom the Weinsteins hadn’t entirely trusted, could do no wrong. “Harvey called me the third brother,” he continues. “It was like the fifth Beatle. There’s been a million since, but I was the first.”

The SPOB premiered in New York on May 21, 1982. According to an ad the brothers later ran in The Hollywood Reporter, the film grossed $6 million. Amnesty apparently saw very little of that money. Says Lewis, “We didn’t make much money on the theatrical, is my memory. Did Amnesty get every single penny they probably should have had? I don’t know. It was like the six million Jews, ‘Pay no attention to the six million. Prints are very expensive here!’ There was a fair amount that came off in expenses, and they probably were high, but we [at Amnesty] didn’t know how to gauge them. Do I think Harvey and Bob baldfaced stole $4 million from a human rights organization, that they ripped off Amnesty International? No, I do not. What they’d said to us was that the theatrical was going to generate more publicity and heat for the home video and TV. Was Amnesty unhappy? Our expectations on this were minimal, zero. Amnesty was thrilled beyond words.”

Thinking he was being smart, Lewis had held on to the TV and video rights, imagining he could sell them for more money after the film opened. Harvey wanted them desperately, and he wouldn’t give up. He was like a hair in the back of your throat that swallowing won’t get rid of. He bellowed, “You’re going to sell me the rights—”

“I’m not going to sell you the rights. I want to wait till the movie opens.”

“But they belong to me . . .”

“That wasn’t the deal we did.”

“We’ve put so much effort into this, we’ve been a team.” Continues Lewis, “He browbeat me and guilt-tripped me. At the end of it I was completely drenched with sweat. I thought, That was like the most intense sex I’ve ever had in my life. It felt horrible and pleasurable at the same time. My girlfriend will kill me.” By the time Lewis got off the phone, he had agreed to sell Harvey the TV and video rights.

Harvey and Bob squeezed blood out of every frame of film, shuffling and reshuffling The Secret Policeman/Other Ball deck, recycling and resectioning the material like the Plains Indians of grade-school fame who were commended for making use of every part of the buffalo, the flesh for food, the skin for clothing, the hooves for whatever. In 1983, the Weinsteins apparently acquired theatrical rights to Monty Python and the Holy Grail, which was then eight or nine years old, put it on a double bill with SPOB, which had already been out for a year, distributed buttons that read, “Get Pythonized,” and made even more money. Feeding the hungry video maw, they took the outtakes from the two Secret Policeman pictures and edited them into a 90-minute straight-to-video film called The Secret Policeman’s Private Parts that they sold to Media Home Entertainment. Harvey and Bob even resliced The Secret Policeman pie into two best-of films (comedy and music), The Secret Policeman’s Private Party and The Secret Policeman’s Rock Concert and sold them to a company in Japan.

Unlike most distributors who started like the Weinsteins, picking over the refuse discarded by their betters, Harvey aspired to intellectual and aesthetic respectability, and when in Cannes he stumbled across Eréndira (1983), a Brazilian film directed by Ruy Guerra based on a Gabriel García Márquez short story, he snapped it up. Explains Robert Newman, now an agent at ICM, but then a kid fresh out of NYU film school gofering for Miramax at $3.50 an hour, “While they were still trying to acquire a film, they would already have sold the home video rights to somebody, and they would already be preselling it to the movie theaters. It was very much buying the cow with her own milk.” Eréndira featured the legendary Greek actress Irene Papas and an unknown but sexy newcomer named Cláudia Ohana. Newman asked, skeptically, “How do you sell it?”

“Easy!” Harvey responded. “You got a Nobel prize winner and you got sex. You work both ends.”

Harvey knew that García Márquez, an outspoken left-wing critic of the United States, had been denied an entry visa by the American government, and he used it to his advantage, creating a stink about the fact that the State Department wouldn’t let the Nobel prize winner visit the U.S. for the premiere of his own film. Says Newman, the idea was to “get the message out without necessarily having to write checks.” Playing the Papas card, he managed to get Eréndira into the New York Film Festival, at the same time that he slipped Ohana into Playboy. Says veteran indie publicist Reid Rosefelt, whom Harvey hired to work on the film, Miramax “retouched Ohana’s chest to give her cleavage! I thought, This is different. They just had an unabashed willingness to sell that I had not seen within the specialty markets.”

Eréndira became a modest hit. But more important, with the mix of sex, controversy, and prestige that accompanied the Márquez imprimatur, it became a model for the kinds of films Miramax wanted to distribute and the kinds of marketing campaigns they would use to launch them.

From the beginning, it was clear that the Weinsteins would not be satisfied with merely distributing other people’s movies. These two cinema-besotted young men, like many who labored in the vineyards of indie distribution, were frustrated filmmakers. Bob, who fancied himself a screenwriter, wrote a baseball script called Grand Slam, with Harvey’s help, that went nowhere. In 1980, the brothers made a knockoff of John Carpenter’s Halloween series starring Jamie Lee Curtis, a slasher movie called The Burning, which features a summer camp caretaker slicing and dicing horny teens with pruning shears. Harvey produced, and Bob took co-writing credit.

In the late ’70s, Harvey had bought a getaway cottage up at Crystal Beach, in Canada, just north of Buffalo, and it was there that the brothers started writing the script for the film they hoped would launch their filmmaking careers. The film was part John Hughes movie, part musical. As the story evolved—teenagers inherit a dilapidated, white elephant of a house in a small town and turn it into a rock and roll hotel—it became more autobiographical, loosely based on the Weinsteins’ days and nights at the Century Theater in Buffalo. The boys’ friends considered Playing for Keeps a kind of Freudian Rosetta Stone for parsing the puzzle of the brothers’ perplexing emotional development.

Neither of them had ever directed, so they shot a twenty-minute promo reel, which they took to Cannes in an effort to raise money. Recalls Harvey’s childhood friend Alan Brewer, who supervised the picture’s music and was supposed to get a producer credit, “People said that they were crazy for trying to do this with the limited experience they had, yet that just motivated them, especially Harvey. ‘You think I’m crazy? Just watch me!’ ” Harvey pitched the film on the basis of the soundtrack album, which he promised would be packed with the superstar acts they had promoted in Buffalo. It didn’t matter if the movie itself bombed, he argued; the soundtrack would be solid gold, not to mention the music video spinoffs. A London-based company called J&M Films bought his pitch and agreed to finance the movie to the tune of about $4 million.

Built into the structure of most productions is a system of checks and balances—the director against the producer, the star against either or both, and the studio against all of them. But whether from megalomania, paranoia, or some other, more exotic “ia” disorder, the brothers, in their infinite wisdom, decided to do it all, direct and produce. And to make matters worse, much worse, each would do both, co-produce and co-direct.

The film, called Playing for Keeps, was shot on a farm in Bethany, Pennsylvania, near Wilkes-Barre. The Weinsteins had had the entire script story-boarded in L.A., so in theory it should have been an easy shoot; all they had to do was connect the dots. In practice, it was anything but. Recalls Jeff Silver, who is now a partner at Outlaw Productions, and was then hired by the production manager to be the production manager, “I’ve always called Playing for Keeps the Noah’s Ark of films because there was two of everything.”

Needless to say, the two-headed beast ate through the budget double time. The financial problems were severe and started early, even before the beginning of principal photography. Silver remembers, “When I was brought in, two weeks before the shooting started, it was, Help, we’re sinking here, and I was supposed to find out who and where the problem was. I went through each department asking, ‘Why are you so far over budget here?’ They’d say, ‘We get one decision from Bob, one decision from Harvey.’ Harvey and Bob mostly disagreed with each other, except where it came to hammering the production team on costs, and there they were in perfect harmony. They did a lot of yelling and screaming about the costs, but they would be the biggest instigators of cost increases owing to their inability to decide anything. My report was, ‘It’s the boys, it’s the brothers that are mucking everything up here.’ I was brought in as a detective, but I found out that the culprit was the client.”

The cameras rolled in mid-September 1984. Co-directors are as rare as two-headed mules, and Playing for Keeps was Exhibit A in why that is so. Whenever it came time to make a decision, it was, Should we shoot this way? Should we shoot that way? “They would have behind-the-monitor arguments incessantly, to the point where we’d all be standing around kind of wondering if we were supposed to be doing something, because the arguments would go on for fifteen and twenty minutes,” Silver recalls. “On the set, that’s an eternity.” When they couldn’t agree, which was most of the time, they shot it both ways, thinking they’d resolve it in the editing room.

The promo reel to one side, the Weinsteins had virtually no track record with actors, sensitive souls who require a lot of tender loving care, particularly these actors, who were young, inexperienced—and cheap. (Mary Ward played the “love interest,” and Marisa Tomei in her second movie, was also featured.) They don’t respond particularly well to bullying and belittling, the only directing skills in the Weinsteins’ arsenal. Recalls a source who was often on the set, “It was, Okay, Bob’s been sitting at the video monitor for two hours, relaxing, getting energized, then he’s gonna come kick your ass. Now Harvey’s gonna go and relax, and then he’s gonna come kick your ass. It was like tag-team directing. One day, they made Mary Ward burst into tears, cry hysterically. They were both ganging up on her, yelling. It was, Now, I’m not only being yelled at by one director, I’m being yelled at by two.”

Adds Silver, “It wasn’t limited to Mary Ward. I saw tears in the editing room, I saw tears in the art department. Those guys were tyrannical and emotionally manipulative. They would yell at you for something that they told you yesterday, and the next day tell you that’s not what they said at all. Something was great one minute and horrible the next. I’m professionally accustomed to cutting directors a whole lot of slack in the temper department. People undergo personality changes in the midst of productions. It’s a war-like mentality. The first half a dozen times, I figured, I get it guys, you’re just in over your heads and having a bad time, that’s okay, we’re here to help. But this went beyond that. These were desperately angry men. There was no way to get through to them. When they started turning on you and acting like you’re there to harm them, that’s where you throw up your hands and go, ‘OK, maybe I can’t help.’ They made all of our lives miserable.” In the end, Silver just gave up. “My job description was, ‘Get this sucker under control.’ Nobody could do that.”

And because the Weinsteins were producing as well as directing, there was no one to say “No.” Recalls Brewer, who was also onboard as a producer, “It was hard for them to listen to anyone saying, ‘But if you do that, it’s gonna cost you. We don’t have it in the budget.’ They’d say, ‘I don’t care, take it from somewhere else!’ But eventually there was no place to take it from.” Silver continues, “No one knew what the budget was. In truth, there was no budget. It was a real mess.” Even today, it is impossible to determine what the film ultimately cost. Adds Silver, “I would not be surprised if it was twice the $4 million budget going in. It ran over weeks, and millions.”

Alarmed, Film Finances, the completion bond company, sent David Korda, the son of Zoltan Korda, who directed the 1939 version of Four Feathers, and was a member of the famous British film family, to the set. J&M, meanwhile, sent former United Artists executive Chris Mankiewicz to lie down on the tracks in front of the runaway train. Like Korda, Mankiewicz was a scion of cinema royalty. His father was Joe Mankiewicz, who directed classics like All About Eve, and his uncle was Herman J., who wrote Citizen Kane. “It was amateur night in Dixieville,” Mankiewicz recalls. “Neither Harvey, the Otto Preminger of the two, the ranter and the screamer, nor Bob, the gnome-like brother, who was very stubborn, very tough-minded, had any idea how to direct a movie, and they couldn’t admit that. These louts, these crude barbarians from Buffalo showed not the slightest aptitude for filmmaking. They didn’t know what they wanted to do or how to do it. I remember a glacial pace of production and massive indecision. This was a film of a very dubious screenplay. Extremely dreadful, unfunny comedy business. The Weinsteins directing that Frank Capra kind of comedy—no. I thought of them as charlatans. I couldn’t believe anybody would have given these people money to do it. They were very brutal customers in those days. Harvey would hiss at me every time I got into his eyesight. Hell hath no fury like a Weinstein scorned. He was ferocious. He was like Mike Tyson was when he first came up, when he would rush out at the opening bell, and everybody would hold their breath thinking that he would just crush his opponent. I’d never met somebody with that kind of animal intensity.”

Nor did Harvey impress Mankiewicz as being particularly interested in film. “There was nothing about film history or films that I felt he had any respect for,” he continues. “Imagine having a Korda and a Mankiewicz around, and never asking, ‘Gee, tell me something about your dad or your uncle.’ I don’t think he had any idea who David Korda’s family was or my family or cared. I’ve grown up knowing a lot of great screenwriters. There’s a sense of the poet or a storyteller about them, an artistic sensibility. [With Harvey] you never felt that there was an artistic muse involved. Whether he was going to be making films, or donuts, or machine gun parts, it was a product, and there was just a sense of ferocious ambition. He was a guy who wanted to have a career or make a lot of money.”

The production dragged on and on, days, weeks past the scheduled stop date, until Film Finances pulled the plug on November 10, 1984, after forty-eight days. According to Martin Lewis, the brothers knew the picture wasn’t much good: “They were trying to make it better. Their way to make it better was soundtrack. They called in every favor in Christendom—and Jew-dom. They went to Townshend. Peter Townshend! And they got a song from him. “Life to Life.” Simon Lebon from Duran Duran. They got a song from Phil Collins, an outtake from one of his albums, but not a bad song. Still the boys still weren’t satisfied with that. They wanted to get the older crowd, so they got Peter Frampton. They wanted to get the African-American crowd, so they went to Sister Sledge. They covered every fucking demographic known to mankind. Bob and Harvey didn’t have pictures of these guys having sex with animals; they were given the songs because of the relentless charm, pressure, cajoling, ‘Please give us a break, we’ve done a movie, we need your help.’ Their drive was far in excess of their creativity as directors, but you couldn’t help admiring it. They would not take no for an answer. They were like the Terminator. They just wouldn’t stop.”

Harvey had left Robert Newman and his Buffalo-era pal Jim Doyle to mind the store in New York. But without the brothers’ full attention, the business was suffering, especially with editing dragging on for another year or so, and with Playing for Keeps sucking the air—not to mention the cash—out of the room. Says Brewer, “Playing for Keeps definitely weakened the finances of Miramax, and put it in a very tenuous position. The atmosphere was tense and scary.” Adds Lewis, choosing his words carefully, “Their passion to make Playing for Keeps succeed was out of proportion to the quality of the movie, more intense than their friendship with me. I felt not burned, but singed. When you’re giving a party, and you’ve invited everybody, you’ve done all the preparation, at a certain point you’ve got to sit back and say, ‘That’s it. It’s gonna be what it is.’ They weren’t like that. They could not stop. If it had succeeded, it would have been a big coup for them. They were chasing that success.”

Universal, which had picked up the film in the waning days of the Frank Price regime, probably for its soundtrack, unceremoniously dumped it. Says Tom Pollock, who succeeded Price, “What was done to it is what Harvey has done to so many other movies since.” Lewis continues, “Really dumb people would have said, This is a great movie, Universal screwed us, we’ll make another movie. Here comes Playing for Keeps 2. Instead, they said, ‘We’re not Steven Spielberg, we have to find a niche for ourselves.’ Their skills were that they understood movies, and they had a passion for them, they could market them. And they went that route.”

Harvey and Bob turned back to Miramax, but it was not the same Miramax. Playing for Keeps had taken its toll. As Ed Glass, who cut trailers for the Weinsteins, puts it, “That movie was like World War II. It just went on and on and on and on. They shot it, they edited, they went out and shot new scenes, they reedited. There was lots of yelling and screaming. [The brothers] were fighting with each other. It destroyed everybody who came in contact with it.” Gradually, the old gang dribbled away. Recalls Doyle, “Within days or weeks after the film was released we all left one by one. Harvey and Bob were just so angry and so disappointed about the failure of the film. They were [always] tough to work for, but during that time it was just awful.” Brewer, who had known Harvey since junior high school, left. So did Lewis. Continues Doyle, “Newman also decided he didn’t want any part of it anymore. He moved on. I was listening to them telling me stories—‘Bob said this, Harvey did that, I can’t stand it, Jimmy, I got to get out.’ Now it was just me. Everyone else was bailing. So I said, ‘I don’t want to do this anymore.’ ”

The first stage of the Miramax rocket had fallen away.

After the Playing for Keeps debacle, the Weinsteins circled the wagons. The first order of business was to repopulate the depleted ranks of the company. The brothers were too poor or too penurious to employ people with experience; they preferred to hire young and hire cheap, took in kids off the street or just out of college. Having taken Lewis’s lessons to heart, the brothers made sure they were well stocked with publicists, at least twice as many as companies of comparable size. They were the shock troops, the marines, the first to go in and ignite the word of mouth that would drive the film. Once they created the heat, money for advertising would follow, first local, and then, if the film caught on, national. As the frontline, they were under fierce pressure, and inevitably passed that pressure along. Largely female, they were known as the Furies.
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