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Praise for Creative Producing


“Carol Baum is a fantastic producer who understands filmmakers and storytelling and cinema as well as the ways to get films made and distributed.”


—David O. Russell, Writer/Director, Silver Linings Playbook, American Hustle


“Anybody and everybody would gain from Carol’s wide-ranging experience and knowledge. I myself have had the pleasure of working with her and speak from personal experience.”


—Larry Turman, Producer, The Graduate; Author of So You Want to Be a Producer; former Chair of USC’s Peter Stark Producing Program for 30 years


“Carol Baum was the first real producer who saw my potential as a creator. She has always been one of the most astute, wise, kind, funny and indefatigable producers in our business and working with her was a total pleasure.”


—Mike White, Writer/Director, The White Lotus, The Good Girl


“We wrote You Kill Me as a writing sample, honestly never dreaming it would get made. Carol Baum knew better than we did. She made our non-dream a splendid reality.”


—Christopher Markus & Stephen McFeely, Writers/Producers, Avengers: Endgame, The Gray Man, You Kill Me


“For a director, Carol Baum is a dream producer. She champions your vision, has your back when crises arise, offers astute feedback, and makes every member of the team feel valued. Most importantly, after having produced successful features in every genre over many decades, Carol remains as passionate about movies as ever.”


—Ken Kwapis, Director, He’s Just Not That Into You, Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, The Larry Sanders Show, The Office


“Carol Baum is all in on the creative process of filmmaking. Completely committed to her team, and like all good leaders she knows when to step in and also when to step back and let the process find its own rhythm. Having worked with her in production and development, her understanding of story and writing is one of her strongest suits. In a sometimes ruthless business it’s reassuring to know that you have a true pro like Carol in your corner.”


—John Dahl, Director, The Last Seduction, You Kill Me, Ray Donovan, Yellowstone
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Introduction


Why did I write this book?


It’s not just because I love movies. Or that I love talking about them. Or gossiping about people in Hollywood. Or sharing stories about all the actors, directors, writers, and Horrible Bosses I’ve known. All of that happens to be true, but I have lots of other reasons too.


First, it’s because I wish I’d had a book like this when I was starting out—an intimate look behind the Hollywood curtain, a guide to all the skills you need to survive as a producer. And since the producer’s role is so widely misunderstood, I wanted to let people in general know what a producer does—and how knowing what expert producing involves can enhance the experience of watching a movie.


I did it the hard way. I was a shy girl from New Jersey. I knew zero people in the business. I didn’t go to film school.


If you are in film school, you may have been assigned this book.


If you’re a film student at USC, where George Lucas, Judd Apatow, Megan Ellison, and hundreds of other Hollywood luminaries learned their craft, and where I’m currently teaching undergrads, it’s part of the syllabus.


If you’re among the 50,000 film students who graduate every year, this book will help you get a leg up in the business, whatever branch you choose to enter.


If you’re simply a moviegoer, curious about what a producer actually does, what distinguishes a well-produced movie from a mediocre film, eager for inside stories about stars, directors, and filmmaking in general, this book will be uniquely satisfying. Included in this group are the thousands of people who flock to film festivals and gobble up every movie book on the shelf.


Or you may be somebody who’s changing careers. I’ve taught a number of former lawyers and ad execs and helped launch them on successful producing careers.


You may already be part of Hollywood—a writer, an aspiring director, a junior agent, a personal assistant—looking to hone the skills that will help you rise in the business, even if you never end up producing a movie.


Or you may just be dreaming of a career in movies or TV. This book is for anyone coming to Hollywood who wants to understand what they’re getting into.


Whatever you bring to the party, in the past you’ve had access to a number of books on producing. This book is something new: a concise, conversational, up-to-date master class in producing that includes the pleasures and challenges I’ve experienced, and continue to experience daily, as a producer of film and TV.


The lessons the book will teach are life lessons as well. Successful producers not only learn to tell stories in an entertaining way, they also learn how to be resilient, tolerate disappointment, develop personal taste and strong business relationships, apply for jobs, avoid toxic work environments, form lasting friendships, and maintain a healthy work-life balance.


What does a producer do, anyway?


That’s a question I hear all the time.


Most people don’t have a clue, and that includes a lot of people in the business.


There are basically two kinds of producers.


There’s the kind that does budgets, watches the money, and makes sure the schedule is met. Those are the line producers. They come on a movie when it’s greenlit. Without line producers, movies would never make it to the finish line.


The other kind of producer finds material, pitches ideas, works with writers, develops scripts, attaches actors and directors, looks for financing, monitors the set, and oversees the marketing. They’re called creative producers. You’re there from the beginning—before directors and actors come aboard, often before a single word is written. You stick with projects for all the years it takes to get them made. That’s why, if your movie wins Best Picture, the Oscar goes to you. Sometimes line producers become creative producers, but mostly the jobs are distinct.


This book is about my experiences as a creative producer, and what you need to know to become one. How I did it and how you can do it.


It describes in detail all the marketable skills you need to succeed as a producer—how to get a job, find material, involve writers, pitch ideas, develop a script, deal with agents, work on sets and in the editing room, sell the finished product, and have a life beyond work—all enhanced with anecdotes from my career, including accounts of the making of Father of the Bride, The Good Girl, $5 a Day, Jacknife, I.Q., Shining Through, Fly Away Home, and You Kill Me. There’s even a chapter on the Do’s and Don’ts of screenwriting, contributed by my writer husband.


When I set out on my path, I was told I’d never get a job in Hollywood. “You’re too shy.” “You’re not a natural seller.” “Companies won’t hire a woman with kids.”


Yet, starting with my early jobs in publishing, I managed to land a series of executive jobs, including studio jobs, and—before producing seventeen independent movies—head up the movie division of one of the most successful management companies in Hollywood.


Did I survive Horrible Bosses? Three of them.


Did I get fired along the way? More than once.


Did I lose jobs to people less qualified? Yes.


Was it tough for a woman navigating the Hollywood Boys Club? For sure.


Did I have to spend all my waking hours serving my career? Never. I made a point of coming home to my husband and children when my workday was done, and still managed to become one of the most far-ranging, prolific, and still-active producers in the business, with thirty-four movies under my belt so far.


“I took your class on development,” one of my producing students recently wrote me, “and wanted to contact you, because you helped me so much that I directed/produced/wrote a feature film. I couldn’t have done it without your class and wanted to show my appreciation.”


I watched his film, it’s terrific, and I put him together with an agent. I’ve mentored other students in similar ways. Many of my producing assistants have gone on to major careers—as producers, as directors, as writers, as executives—and more than one has said I taught them everything they know.


So that’s why I wrote this book—to pass along what I’ve learned about the business, be the mentor I lacked when I started out, give you a real sense of what it takes to survive in the rapidly changing world of Hollywood—while maintaining a healthy work-life balance. Armed with the basics, you’ll develop your own style, your own taste, your own values, and have a great time along the way.


Because, however difficult the journey, getting a movie or a TV program made is a thrill like no other. I continue to produce movies and TV. I love the process. I love the people. There’s not a day when I don’t come home with a funny, weird, or heartbreaking story to tell my husband. That’s the spirit in which I wrote this book. I know from my own experience it can make you a better producer. I hope you have as good a time reading it as I had writing it.









CHAPTER 1


Twelve Black T-Shirts


When people ask me what I’ve produced, I usually answer Father of the Bride.


It’s the movie people know best, the biggest success, the one most people have taken to their hearts. When couples get married, they often turn to the movie for guidance. Families watch it together to help navigate the pitfalls of a wedding.


Father of the Bride was something of a dream project, but not my number one favorite. The ones I love most are the underdogs, the projects that would have died without my commitment. If I mention Father of the Bride, it’s to avoid glazed-over looks—or the horrified one if I answer Dead Ringers. Now and then people have heard of that David Cronenberg film, but they’re mostly Cronenberg fans. At our first big screening of Dead Ringers, I watched a whole row of people walk out when Jeremy Irons displayed a collection of bizarre gynecological instruments. That’s why I default to the safer alternative.


Father of the Bride had its share of obstacles. It’s a prime example of the choices and compromises a producer has to make in order to bring a property successfully to the screen. I couldn’t have negotiated these obstacles anywhere as successfully earlier in my career. There’s expertise involved, invisible as it may seem to the moviegoer—or even people in the business.


It also involved a stroke of good luck. Luck is always an ingredient in business success. But as the great scientist Louis Pasteur, who discovered the existence of microbes and invented vaccination, observed, “Luck favors the prepared mind.” The more skills you master, the better prepared you’ll be to capitalize on the chances the business gives you.


I was running the movie division of Sandollar, the company formed by super-manager Sandy Gallin and Dolly Parton, when I got a call from Cindy Williams’s agent. Cindy was an actor best known for Laverne and Shirley, the Happy Days spinoff that ran for seven years, and the role of Laurie in George Lucas’s American Graffiti.


As part of my duties, I was helping to cast the female lead in Jacknife, a post-Vietnam PTSD movie that starred Robert De Niro and Ed Harris. I knew David Jones, the director, thought Cindy was wrong for the part. Like most directors, he wasn’t eager to have a courtesy meeting. As usual, that job fell to the producer.


The courtesy meeting is one of the joys of producing. Most actors are willing to meet without a director in the room, even the most celebrated. Actors are always bugging their agents to send them material and get them meetings.


Cindy came in, we hit it off, and started talking favorite movies.


“What about Father of the Bride?” she asked.


As a bride-to-be, age twenty-one, I’d watched the 1950 Vincente Minnelli-directed Father of the Bride on TV. Unlike Spencer Tracy, who was wary of his daughter’s choice, my father approved of my husband-to-be, but the mechanics of planning a wedding were funny and useful (though, in a spirit of honest rebellion, I refused to wear a white dress at my wedding).


“Jack Nicholson’s a friend,” Cindy said. “What if I could get him to do it?”


Father of the Bride with Jack Nicholson? That would be too much to hope for. Jack would bring Spencer Tracy’s rugged warmth, with his own unique humor as a bonus.


“I’ll check on the rights and get back to you,” I said.


This was back in the early 1990s. Today, remakes are second only to books as source material; Hollywood wasn’t into them quite as deeply yet. The rights were available, but Sandollar wasn’t putting up money to acquire projects. We had to place the idea at a studio.


Several studios passed. TriStar, a division of Sony, stepped up, but they wanted an A-list writer. When studios demand top of the line talent, the chances your project will get made diminish. A year went by, no A-lister signed on, so TriStar lost interest, along with the rights.


Now we were up against it. Studios track each other’s projects, and we knew Jeffrey Katzenberg, head of production at Disney, was eager to swoop in. So my Sandollar partner, Howard Rosenman, wrote a last-minute check to renew the option. (Howard knew Jeffrey would reimburse him, but that didn’t stop Howard, a master of anecdote, from dining out on the story for years.)


Jeffrey promised to put Father of the Bride on a fast track. Most projects take between three and five years to bring to the screen, so that was music to our ears.


“I’m putting Orr and Cruickshank on it,” Jeffrey said.


James Orr and Jim Cruickshank had written a hit, Three Men and a Baby, for Disney. No writer search? I counted on open assignments to meet new writers and reconnect with old ones. Without an open writing assignment, I was largely dependent on over-the-transom submissions, my least favorite source of material. We’d expected to have a say in hiring a writer.


I registered a polite objection. “We loved Three Men and a Baby”—that was the polite part—“But aren’t Orr and Cruickshank kind of broad? Howard and I see this as a comedy of manners.”


“A father losing his daughter is a big deal,” Howard added. “We want reality, not shtick.”


This is a sensitive time in any project. Producers have to assert themselves at the outset, or risk being steamrolled by the studio.


In particular, proper casting of writers is crucial. Can we afford them? Are they pleasant to work with? Will they respect the source material? In this case, there was no arguing with Jeffrey. His mind was made up. And as we feared, Orr and Cruickshank turned out to be bad casting.


In the MGM original, Spencer Tracy and Joan Bennett are a suburban couple, representatives of white-picket-fence America. Orr and Cruickshank made them blue-collar. In the original, Mr. Banks has a mutually doting relationship with his gorgeous daughter, played by Elizabeth Taylor. The script Orr and Cruickshank turned in failed to make us care about the story’s emotional core—a father’s reluctance to give his daughter to another man. And if the father-daughter story doesn’t move audiences, we’ve failed at our job.


Here was a basic lesson: A producer should never lose sight of what attracted them to the material in the first place. The projects that die are the ones where someone—the writer, the director, the studio—tries to change everything.


Nothing in the Orr and Cruickshank script worked—except for one element.


In keeping with their broad approach, Orr and Cruickshank added a character to the original mix—Franck Eggelhoffer, a man from no known country who spoke with a made-up accent. He was hilarious on paper, totally worth retaining. We knew from experience that any new writer was likely to object to this character, since it was somebody else’s invention. And sure enough, Franck turned out to be something we had to fight for.


At the moment, however, we didn’t have a writer or a script. This is always a critical time. You’re always in danger of having a project dumped. Too many rejections make the studio nervous. Your best bet is a multi-track approach—explore writers, actors, and directors at the same time.


We had Steve Martin listed as a possibility (Jack Nicholson hadn’t panned out), but because remakes were Kryptonite, a director was proving a hard get. I was a fan of Charles Shyer and Nancy Meyers, the husband-and-wife team (widely known as the Shmeyers), who’d made Irreconcilable Differences and Baby Boom. Charles, who called everybody “bubbie,” was the director of record on their movies, which they wrote together. They knew middle class life, they knew about marriage and family, and they seemed a good bet to unlock the material. Most important, they knew the father-daughter relationship was key.


I’d been following Nancy for some time—word was that she was the main writer on these projects—but I never guessed that she would eventually become a brand, the most successful female director of her day, often credited with reviving the romcom. Nancy Meyers and, later, Hallmark have specialized in telling accessible stories for women—seventy-five per year in Hallmark’s case, Nancy one every three years.


The studio exec on the project wasn’t impressed with either Nancy or Charles. “The Shmeyers’ last two movies didn’t work.”


“What if they can get Steve Martin?”


“Forget Steve Martin. Richard Dreyfuss is in makeup.” Richard, who’d starred in Jaws, Close Encounters of the Third Kind, and won the Best Actor Oscar for The Goodbye Girl, was a hot commodity. Disney had an overall deal with him.


Several days went by. Then we heard from the studio exec.


“You get your wish. Richard Dreyfuss passed. He’s waiting for a different movie.”


Once again the project was in jeopardy. Not getting Richard Dreyfuss, especially when Disney thought they had him in the bag, raised a big red flag. I’d already made friends with Steve Martin’s agent, and he was eager to help. Getting agents on your side is key to success as a producer.


Steve Martin, it happened, was looking for a family movie. A meeting was set with Charles and Nancy. Steve agreed to come aboard. Disney kept its word and agreed to hire the team. But more hiccups lay ahead.


The studio’s lack of excitement was palpable. The Shmeyers’ two flops placed them one flop short of writer-director jail. Steve Martin was box office, so he became the driving force behind the project. Power dynamics can shift within the space of a day.


When new writers come on a project, they often want to start from scratch. That way they don’t have to share credit. Charles and Nancy were no exceptions. They wanted to throw out everything, including Franck.


“We want the spirit of the original,” they said.


“So do we,” we told them. “But we love Franck. With Steve on the movie, it’s more of a comedy. In the right hands, Franck can be comedy gold.”


Charles and Nancy disagreed with us, but that impasse was tabled. They wrote a script that preserved the realism of the 1950 classic, adding warm comic touches tailored to Steve Martin’s talents.


The next step was to cast his wife. Cindy Williams had suggested the project in the first place, so we planned to give her a co-producer credit—the proper thing to do, though not always honored in the business. Always get something in writing when you share an idea that moves a project forward. But Cindy wasn’t going to fly as Mrs. Banks.


We suggested Diane Keaton.


“Diane wants to do it,” I said. “Charles and Nancy want her. They worked with her on Baby Boom. And we love her for the role.”


“She’s not right for it,” the studio told us. “We need a bigger name.”


Bigger than the Oscar-winning star of Annie Hall? Bigger than the woman whose personal style defined a whole way of dressing? No one is rejection-proof, especially at a male-dominated studio. Executives sometimes like to prove their power by turning down big stars. In this case, our exec just didn’t see Diane in the role. We stuck to our guns and campaigned for Diane.


“All right,” the studio finally said. “You can have Diane Keaton, but Franck has to stay in the movie.”


Howard Rosenman and I both dined out on this trade.


Now for the daughter. Kimberly Williams was hired. She wasn’t my first choice, but she was pretty, she was sweet, and her alleged resemblance to Elizabeth Taylor carried the day.


And Franck? We were totally right to fight for him, because now Martin Short was aboard. Martin Short was famous for repertoire of hilarious Saturday Night Live characters.


The movie was cast, the sets were built—to Nancy Meyers’s specification: “I want the house to be like Martha Stewart.”


Martha Stewart? The name was new to me. When I look back, I realize that Nancy’s rise to being a brand in her own right all began with Martha.


One day a package arrived. It contained twelve black T-shirts. I thought they were for a costume backup, but they turned out to be for Nancy.


“You can’t put black T-shirts in the wash,” she explained, “or they’ll turn gray.”
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Carol (left) in the Father of the Bride editing room with Nancy Meyers (center), Howard Rosenman (center rear), and Charles Shyer (right).





I was reminded of certain rich girls I’d grown up with in South Orange, New Jersey, the ones who wore pink leather jackets and drove T-Birds. Nancy oozed the same kind of entitlement. But she had formidable talent to go with her Jennifer Aniston hair—her script for a successful service comedy, Private Benjamin, was proof enough—as well as supreme confidence. After she and Charles divorced, she really thrived, writing and directing what came to be known as “Nancy Meyers movies.” Women all over American wanted to live in the houses her characters lived in, perfect down to the last detail. Nancy embodied what I’ve heard other directors claim, snobbishly or not, about production design: “Nobody goes to the movies to see a shabby house. That’s what they’re trying to escape from.”


To bless the production, we had the script of the original movie bound in leather and autographed by Elizabeth Taylor: “I hope you have as much fun with yours as we did with ours.”


Shooting began. The second day, Macaulay Culkin, then one of the most recognizable names in Hollywood, off his performance in Home Alone, came to visit his kid brother Kieran Culkin, the future star of Succession. He brought along two pairs of handcuffs, one pair for me, one for Howard Rosenman.


“What are those for?”


“I’m handcuffing myself to you guys. I’m not letting you go until you give my brother more money.”


You only get a few chances to say no to stars, and this wasn’t one of them. Howard and I posed for pictures, handcuffed.
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Carol and Howard Rosenman with Macaulay Culkin.





The shooting went easier than the prep. Marty Short was brilliant and loved having an audience, so Howard and I got to have a private one-man show from one of the funniest men who ever lived.


Father of the Bride scored high with most critics, and made over $280 million worldwide in today’s dollars, making it one of the most successful family comedies ever. The experience reinforced several of the lessons I’d learned since entering the business: The value of courtesy meetings; the need to honor writers while making sure they don’t go off on tangents; the mercurial nature of studio decisions; and, most of all, the importance of staying true to what attracts you initially to any piece of material.









CHAPTER 2


cn y gt a gd jb w hi pay?


It was a tougher road for women when I started out. I worked twice as hard at jobs for half the money that men made. Most executive positions in Hollywood went to men, just as most of the professions were male dominated. Nobody ever handed me anything I didn’t go after, and that’s still true for most women—and men. Hollywood is still a hard road, requiring dedication and a solid work ethic. And though the road has smoothed for women in recent years, there are still easier places to build careers.


I did lose jobs because I had children. (When I saw my first bassinet in a Hollywood office—the office of Disney’s head of production—I told myself I’d been born too soon.) But Hollywood makes room for everybody, the shy, the aggressive, the charismatic, the obsessive. Who can be a producer in Hollywood? Anybody.


There was a grand piano in our house that once belonged to my grandmother. At my mother’s insistence, both my brother Steve and I took piano lessons. When I was banging away one day, age seven, I overheard my grandmother say to my mother, “Steve has talent. Carolyn should give it up.” She was right on the money. I was only taking lessons to please my mother.


The first thing to know is where your talents lie. Most likely you’ll be doing more of what you’re good at. There’s no one personality type that succeeds in Hollywood, but you do have to ask yourself some questions.


What do you want out of the business? Movies or TV? Office job or set job? If you hate horror movies, you might not want to work at Blumhouse. If you don’t like romances, Hallmark might not be your cup of tea. But it doesn’t pay to be too picky when you’re just starting out.


If your goal is an executive post at a company, a few rules apply.


You’ll be lucky to land someplace that syncs up with your tastes. But you can learn just as much from a job where they don’t match. If the people at the company are active and excited about their projects, that can rub off on you. When I was running Sandollar, Neil Diamond, one of Sandy Gallin’s music clients, wanted to do a story about a teacher in Boston. His excitement about the project was infectious. The movie never got made, but I had a great time eating donuts and talking story with a rock legend.


Are you an inside person, comfortable grinding out notes, writing emails, making calls? Or are you an outside person, great in a room, good at persuading people to do things, a potential great closer? I started out as an inside person, teamed up with an outside person, and over the long haul, ended up as both—a networker who was good at notes.


Are you confident about your tastes? Can you tell good writing from bad? How do you tell good writing from bad? My students often ask this question. There’s no easy answer. Does the writing jump off the page? Does the dialogue sound like something people would actually say, or is it too clever by half? Does it leave room for the actor? (Good actors can do wonders with just one word.) Is it consistently interesting? Needlessly obscure? Are the characters’ behaviors recognizable? Do you always want to know what happens next?


Can you tell good acting from bad? Are the actors behaving like people do in real life, reacting to situations in plausible ways, or are they pushing it? Are they trying to be funny? An old saying in comedy is that nothing is funnier than the truth. Reality is my guiding criterion, which is why I tune out during chase scenes and big action sequences.


When actors are talking to each other, reacting emotionally to each other, that’s when what’s on the screen is, in a real sense, actually happening. A great performance in my book is Natalie Wood’s in Splendor in the Grass—where she goes from innocent teen to suicidal mental patient to hopeful adult. Cate Blanchett’s performance in Tár is a reminder of why she’s won two Academy Awards, four British Academy Film Awards, three Screen Actors Guild Awards, and four Golden Globe Awards. The movies I’ve embraced are relationship stories—the brothers in Dead Ringers, the married couple in The Good Girl, the siblings in Jacknife, the father-daughter relationship in Father of the Bride—stories about real people in challenging situations.


In the end, taste in writing, acting, and directing is subjective, and what seems real to one person may appear over-the-top to another. It helps to have confidence in your own taste, but if not, you can still be the person who finds material, knows every deal in town, and keeps close track of buyers’ needs.


Jeffrey Katzenberg, former head of production at Disney, and eventual partner with Steven Spielberg and David Geffen at DreamWorks, coined the term Golden Retriever to describe execs who chase down every book and script, maybe without reading the stuff, just showing up with the goods. The competition can be fierce. Jobs can depend on landing or not landing a hot script. A talent for sniffing out great material can make a reputation. If you’re an ace at networking, this might be the path for you.


A reputation for good taste does result in job offers. That’s been my own experience, so if good writing is important to you, make knowing how to identify it a point of pride. Chances are you’ll be the kind of person writers take to and want to work with. My own success rested to a large degree on my relationships with writers, my sensitivity to their needs, and my ability to identify talented writers early in their careers. “If all Hollywood people were like you,” a writer recently told me, “I wouldn’t have left the business.” Chris Markus, half of the writing team Markus and McFeely (The Chronicles of Narnia, Avengers: Infinity War, Avengers: Endgame, The Gray Man), told my class that signing on to You Kill Me, the first script they wrote (and which I eventually produced), gave them the courage to continue their careers.


How willing are you to work your butt off? Most people in Hollywood work really hard, especially when they’re paying their dues. The workday can overlap into dinner and beyond. Sometimes there are several scripts to read at night, in preparation for the morning meeting. You may have to drop everything to read the hot book or spec that people are vying to land.


It’s possible to have a life as well as a career, and as you rise in the business it really should get easier. But you have to fight for it. People send texts and emails at all hours, and you can tell who has a life and who doesn’t by the time stamp. Bosses and stars feel especially entitled to call anytime they feel the urge, never mind whether you have dinner to make or kids to cuddle. Barbra Streisand was one of those people in my life, when I was a development executive at her boyfriend Jon Peters’s company. I learned never to expect an “Is this an OK time to call?” from Barbra. When I was at Sandollar, Sandy Gallin would schedule last-minute dinners, obliging you to cancel whatever plans you had or risk getting fired.


I was urged more than once to put husband and family aside and spend my evenings networking at restaurants and parties. I objected, and that was one of the reasons my job at Fox didn’t last—which turned out to be one of the best things for my career. But if you don’t mind putting business before pleasure—if business is your pleasure—more power to you.


THE CHOICES


When you’re starting out, don’t look down your nose at routine jobs. Steve Soderbergh worked a Xerox machine for a TV producer before becoming one of the most prolific filmmakers in the history of the business. Trevor Albert, who started as a gofer on Caddyshack for director Harold Ramis, hung in there to become Harold’s producing partner. Many of my assistants went on to become major producers, writers, and directors. Jeremy Kleiner, who runs Brad Pitt’s production company, has his name on two movies that won the Best Picture Oscar (12 Years a Slave and Moonlight), two more that were nominated for Best Picture (Selma and The Big Short), as well as Women Talking, Blonde, and a host of other movies. He was a great assistant, totally dedicated, sometimes sleeping in my office when he didn’t get his notes done.


My first jobs had little or nothing to do with showbiz. I’d taken a course in Speedwriting, which was advertised in virtually every New York City subway car: f u cn rd this, u cn bcm a sec & gt a gd jb w hi pa. (The ads weren’t targeting men.) I sent out sixty resumes to various magazines and publishing houses and landed a job at Fact magazine.


Fact was a muckraking quarterly published by Ralph Ginzburg, a pre-Harvey Weinstein terror, beloved by the press, hated by the right wing, and a scary guy to work for. His previous effort was Eros, a magazine of “erotica.” He was always one step away from being arrested.


“I’m not sure what to do with you,” he told me. “But you’ll class up the joint.”


I was to hear this classing-up thing many times in my career—sometimes it helped, sometimes it didn’t—but this first time made me uneasy. It sounded closer to an insult than a compliment. But there I was, dividing my time between the circulation department and the reception desk. When Ginzburg wasn’t growling in my direction, he was ignoring me.


“How do I win this man over?” I asked one of the staff writers.


“Tell him you want to write copy. He likes ambitious women. He’ll reward you for asking.”


I took the staff writer’s advice and told Ralph I wanted to try my hand at copy.


“That’s great,” he said. “Good for you. I knew you were going places.”


I wrote up a story about Speedwriting class. I sat there while he read it, nodding to himself.


“Just what I thought. It stinks. You’re fired.”


It was insane, the way he turned on a dime. I couldn’t believe he actually meant it, so I went back to the reception desk to finish out the day. Ginzburg came out of his office, snarling.


“I said get the hell out!” he screamed. “Go home!” No explanation, no reprieve. All the way home on the subway I was shaking. Was this what the world of work was like? Should I have seen this coming?


The lower your place in the hierarchy, the more likely you are to be the target of arbitrary decisions. Resist the temptation to blame yourself for the irrational behavior of others.


When I calmed down, I made a note to try to avoid crazies in the future—a good goal for anyone, though I utterly failed to achieve it myself. There are just too many at the top, and sooner or later one of them will turn on you. Most people get fired at least once in their career.


Hopefully you won’t start out getting fired, and your first job will earn you ok pay if not hi pay. But if you can afford it, internships are worth considering, even if they tend to be exploitative. To get your foot in the door you may have to accept an unpaid internship, and they often lead to paying jobs. If the company likes your work, they may find a place for you when the internship ends. Student internships can turn full-time when summer’s over. Many of my students report that companies have offered them jobs upon graduation—or even before.


Is there a movie or TV series you really liked? Find out the production company. Many of them have staffs. Email them, call them up. They may have an opening for you.


An agency job is a great entry-level job. You might not want to be an agent (most of my students say they don’t), but you’ll be exposed to tons of people and get a hard look at how the business really works. The top ranks at Hollywood agencies contain many people who started in the mailroom, made great contacts, and went up the ladder from there.


Agencies are the clearinghouse for material. You’ll be able to read everything submitted to actors, writers, and directors, unless the script has an “eyes only” restriction, which means the only people who can read it are those designated by the submitter. (Some directors will number their scripts and put their names on it in big type or watermarks, to keep the scripts from being circulated indiscriminately.)


Working at an agency will give you a sense of how much of your life you’re willing to sacrifice to a job. Are you OK setting your evenings aside to cover the next hot script? As I learned as a VP at Fox, execs tend to read coverage instead of scripts. I always felt that reading coverage, really absorbing it, could take nearly as long as reading forty pages of a script. Why wouldn’t you want to get a real, firsthand taste of the writer’s talent?


As an agent’s assistant, you’ll be asked to do massive amounts of coverage, but if your coverage is worthy and you play your cards right, you may well be invited into meetings to give your opinion. This is the payoff—meeting writers and directors who’ll take note of the new smart person with good ideas. Knowing how to write good coverage will serve you throughout your career, and it’s never too early to master the form. I did my first coverage at Bantam Books, when I was still in the typing pool. A brief synopsis, plus a statement saying whether the book was publishable, and whether it might make a movie, was enough back then. Those were simpler times.


Big agency or boutique agency? If you want to meet a lot of people, go for the larger company. You may be shuffled from desk to desk, or department to department, but that’s part of the learning process, jumping from talent to literary to finance, picking up knowledge and skills along the way. Changing desks—“floating”—is how you find out what you like and where you belong. The various desks are all different, and all are valuable places to learn.


A word of warning, though: Whatever job you’re offered, big company or small, director’s assistant, star’s assistant, find out whether the job includes picking the kids up at school and buying groceries. You may not be told up front that your duties overlap with the nanny’s, so watch out. I have intimate knowledge of at least one assistant who had to deliver drugs to a rock star. He did it for a while, hated the thought of getting caught with drugs in his car, and finally quit. He slept better at night. That said, if you have a chance to work for a star, I’d say grab it. It doesn’t have to last, and you’ll get a quick education on how the business really works.


Do a little research, if you want to avoid Horrible Bosses. Talk to people who’ve worked for them. #MeToo and other trends may be thinning the population of toxic execs, but they’re still out there, human nature being what it is.


I’ve had three Horrible Bosses in my career, but not one of those jobs was anything close to a total loss. You can learn as much from a bad boss as a good one. (Hollywood is full of people who learned to mimic their boss’s toxic behavior.) What I got out of those jobs outweighed what I had to put up with and thickened my skin. There’s a seductive aura to many of these people—there’s a reason they’re running companies. I learned the art of flattery from several of my bosses. I learned how to speak up. Most important, I learned how to sell.


Production assistant is the entry-level on-set job. You’ll run around a lot, take a lot of orders, but you’ll see firsthand how the sausage is made. Working on sets is a freelance career, so that’s one of the choices you have to consider. It’s rare that line producers become creative producers, so if creative is what you have your eye on, think carefully. I resisted being on set all the time, mostly because I didn’t want to be separated from my husband and children—but being on set can be a satisfying experience on every level.


The Hollywood appetite for books never dies, so if books are your thing—and you live in New York—consider becoming a book scout or interning for one. I covered books as a creative exec in New York, and it was a major stepping-stone to the career I’ve had in Hollywood.


THE SEARCH


Once you’ve decided what direction you want to take, find out what jobs are actually available. Sources are always changing, but in 2023, entertainmentcareers.net and anonymousproductionassistant.com can steer you in the right direction, along with LinkedIn and monster.com.


Then start sending out résumés. Make sure your résumé is clean, clear, and correct. List your interests outside of film and include references if you have them. Use spellcheck! A single mistake will scare off some employers.


A cover letter goes with your résumé. The style should be casual. Keep it to one or two paragraphs. Expand on your skills. Say how you can benefit the company. Tell a personal story that sets you apart. Be positive, but avoid bragging. Without going over the top, tell the person you’re emailing how much you like their work or the company’s work. And proofread.


If someone else has set you up for a meeting—a colleague, a teacher, a mentor, someone you’ve met at a party—tell them how the meeting went. Keeping people in the loop is common courtesy and good policy.


Research whoever you’re meeting. Never go in for an interview without knowing who’s behind the big desk. These days, whatever the field, meetings are easier to prepare for. Go on Wikipedia. Go on IMDb. Research who you’re meeting with.


When I went up for the Sandollar job, I was totally unprepared. All I knew was that Dolly Parton wanted to be in the movie business, and why would a Jewish girl from New Jersey want to work with a country music legend? I did minimal research on Dolly’s partner, Sandy Gallin, whose career as a music manager was foreign to me at the time. No one I talked to had ever dealt with him.


I met with Sandy Gallin in his Sunset office—three steps up from all the other offices at Sandollar. Sandy radiated confidence and glamour—the thousand-dollar haircut, the Armani suit, the toned physique. He may have gone too far with the fillers and Botox treatments, but the overall effect was impressive. Sandy didn’t ask any of the usual interview questions—what movies do you like, what TV do you watch, what books have you read, what’s your taste—the questions I ask my students or when I hire someone.


Instead, he asked, “What movie stars do you know?”


This, it turned out, was the world where Sandy lived, not the see-and-read-everything-you-can world. Money and fame—that’s what counted with Sandy. Nobody had warned me to come prepared with a big enough name. I was told Sandy had his homey side, but apparently he saved it for special occasions. This wasn’t one of them.
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“One of the most astute, wise, kind, funny, and
indefatigahle producers in our business.”

—Mike White, Writer/Director, The White Lotus, The Good Girl
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