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Often when I sit down to write this letter each 
quarter, I’ll scan through our InDesign file and take 
note of themes or subject matters that flow from 
article to article across the issue. Sometimes, a 
business issue will be represented in multiple sto-
ries, or several directors will unexpectedly share 
the same creative inspiration or working meth-
od. This time, as I flipped through the pages of 
this summer 2021 edition, one thing jumped out: 
There’s no article tied to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

A year ago, the digital pages I flicked 
through remained that way. For the first and only 
time in this magazine’s history, we published PDF 
only. The shuttering of bookstores and pandem-
ic-related factors made a print edition too eco-
nomically perilous. That issue, however, remains 
one of my favorites. The “Pandemic Diaries” it 
contained—along with articles on financing a film 
during a pandemic, watching films during lock-
down and filmmakers engaging with protest and 
racial justice movements—are important histori-
cal markers, capturing the moment from so many 
different angles. Our next issue, which returned to 
print, contained features on producers surviving 
the economic impact of the pandemic, delivering 
films to virtual festivals and the new crew position 
of COVID-19 safety supervisor. Our winter 2021 
edition looked at how the pandemic affected the 
2020 releases of Sundance films, developments 
in the corporate landscape, new camera and 
disply tech, and production of arthouse Blu-ray 
editions. And just last issue, we covered how the 
pandemic has altered the sales calendar and how 
producers are ramping up production again while 
COVID-19 restrictions remain in place.

But this issue, mirroring the current 
mood in the United States as vaccinations roll out 
here and in other—but not all—countries around 
the world, COVID-19 is simply woven into our 
content, no longer dominating it. Yes, our annual 
Film School Guide does include entries on wheth-

EDITOR’S LETTER 001

er schools are going back to in-person teaching, 
remaining virtual or offering some form of hybrid 
learning. But Anthony Kaufman’s Industry Beat 
column, for example, which covers the difficulties 
in making films for less than $3 million, doesn’t 
even mention the pandemic. These films are tough 
to make, sure, but the pandemic is no longer the 
main reason why. (Indeed, two friends have in the 
past two months completed productions budget-
ed well under $2 million each.) We’ll see what hap-
pens in the fall, as seasonal spread may ramp up 
and the Delta variant could cause a surge, but for 
now I, along with the Cannes organizers, will em-
brace a cautious optimism, one represented here 
by our table of contents.

What does run through this issue is 
a real thoughtfulness that is surely a product of 
time spent in focused and introspective ways. 
Courtney Stephens, for example, has deeply rumi-
nated on the role of handwriting in films, from ear-
ly amateur films made by women to experimental 
work of the late 20th and current centuries. Our 
cover interview is aces, as filmmaker and history 
professor Claudrena Harold goes deep with Ahmir 

“Questlove” Thompson about the deep musicol-
ogy and cultural analysis inside his stirring Sum-
mer of Soul (…Or When The Revolution Could Not 
Be Televised). And Lance Weiler and I both write 
about the potential of NFTs and the blockchain 
now that the crazy tulip fever around this new tech 
has subsided. There’s a lot more, but I’ll let you 
discover it.

See you next issue.

Best,

Scott Macaulay
Editor-in-Chief
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Anthony Kaufman on the business pressures  
facing the under-$3 million picture.

While streamer-backed productions 
promise a golden future for a lucky few, 
for most independent filmmakers these 
days, it’s more challenging to subsist by 
making the sort of professionally bud-
geted, less than $3 million films that 
used to be hallmarks of the sector. 

One significant reason, ac-
cording to producers, is that it’s much 
more difficult to shoot a nonunion 
film. IATSE has become a more domi-
nant force in the independent indus-
try, which has consequently expand-
ed budgets well above that number. “I 
don’t think you can do a union movie 
for less than $3 million,” says one pro-
ducer. Although some nonunion shows 
match union pay rates, additional IATSE 

production costs increase as a result 
of larger crew sizes and pension and 
welfare payments of more than $100 
per day, per crew person. Furthermore, 
years ago, there were top-notch be-
low-the-line crews who were nonunion, 
but nowadays, that’s less the case as 
unions have expanded the breadth 
and diversity of their membership.  
IATSE has also become more aggres-
sive about organizing nonunion shows. 
And if you’re “flipped” during pre-pro-
duction or production from a nonunion 
to union production, says one produc-
er, “there’s no assurance that investors 
would give you the additional money, 
so I wouldn’t take the risk.” Indeed, in 
response to the risk of being flipped, 

Where Have  
the Low-Budget 

 Movies Gone?

some financiers considering nonunion 
projects will demand a union contin-
gency plan from the production before 
greenlighting.

One union that independent 
producers of all budget levels are used 
to working with is the actors’ union, 
SAG-AFTRA, but changes in 2020 
have made low seven-figure budgets 
even more difficult. Although SAG-AF-
TRA implemented positive changes for 
producers in their last revision of the 
Low Budget Agreement (the contract 
is now “platform agnostic,” meaning 
producers no longer have to indicate 
an initial form of exhibition), the ceiling 
for the agreement, which offers lower 
rates, was decreased from $2.6 million  

COLUMNS 006— 013
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INDUSTRY BEAT 007

to $2 million. According to a SAG rep, 
the change allows projects to be re-
leased for free on new media platforms, 
but they had “to lower the budget 
thresholds to avoid cannibalization of 
HBSVOD [high-budget subscription 
video-on-demand] exhibition.” With 
inflation boosting below-the-line costs 
and the Low Budget Agreement ceiling 
falling, more independent productions 
consequently will be facing cast costs 
higher, in some cases, by tens if not 
hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Summarizing what he calls 
“the new normal,” one producer says, 
“What was 18 months ago a $2.5 to 3.6 
million budget is now a $3.5 to $4.6 
million film. And it is very hard to be 

non-IATSE unless you have three ac-
tors in house for three weeks and are 
budgeted safely under $2 million.”  

Nonetheless, there are pro-
ducers working on micro-budgeted to 
less than $2 million films that are reach-
ing theaters and digital platforms. One 
such company is Vanishing Angle, pro-
ducer of low-budgeted indies such as 
Danny Madden’s Beast Beast and Jim 
Cummings’s The Beta Test (co-direct-
ed with PJ McCabe) and his mid-budget 
The Wolf of Snow Hollow. “We’ve allevi-
ated the economic pressures by having 
alternative revenue sources,” explains 
Vanishing Angle producer Matt Miller, 
citing both its own branded content/
marketing division and in-house post 

facility DryDock, which also allows the 
producer to provide its own delivera-
bles at a lower cost. “They are vital for 
us to sustain the company. It allows us 
the freedom to do these [lower-budget] 
features, and we don’t need to take 
large producer’s fees,” he says.

By producing a slate of 
low-budget features, Vanishing An-
gle has also been able to “sustain the 
same people across a range of proj-
ects,” says Miller, whether actors such 
as Kevin Changaris, PJ McCabe and 
Will Madden or crew people such as 
production designer Charlie Textor 
and Madden, who works as a sound 
editor in addition to directing. The pay 
might be low on the ultra or moderate 
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low-budget projects, but the numerous 
gigs create “an ecosystem for every-
body,” and “use one film to build anoth-
er,” says Miller.

Vanishing Angle has also 
avoided the extra costs associated 
with casting A-list actors. (In addition 
to the actor’s fee, one large above-the-
line payment can elevate a film above 
the SAG Low-Budget Agreement ceil-
ing, increasing all cast costs.) In Cum-
mings’s latest, The Beta Test, a biting 
satire in which he plays a Hollywood 
agent, the writer–director was confi-
dent they could “cast the best people 
for the parts rather than the most fa-

mous,” he says, because “we already 
have an audience, luckily,” through the 
success of his previous efforts, Thun-
der Road and The Wolf of Snow Hollow.

Likewise, indie genre films 
have benefited from an already built 
niche community of fans that gener-
ates awareness for the films without 
the extra costs of big names. Divide/
Conquer’s Adam Hendricks, producer 
of horror films such as Cam and Black 
Christmas, says, “Being a genre film it-
self is your movie star, and the horror 
community has their own name talent, 
whether directors or actors, that are 
known to them.” Genre films also have 

the continued benefit of being attrac-
tive to buyers looking for content that 
works in the streaming universe. “The 
truth is there is more of an appetite 
for genre films than drama,” says Hen-
dricks. Unlike dramas, horror also has 
its own dedicated streamers, such as 
Shudder, which is one of the few buyers 
still interested in financing and releas-
ing less than $2 million projects. 

But not every indie company 
has the benefit of a branded division 
or makes movies with titles like Ven-
geance and The Voyeurs. Coming out 
of the pandemic and the crisis in the-
atrical exhibition, sustainability among 
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independent filmmakers has become 
an increasing concern. 

While Vanishing Angle has 
built an ecosystem that balances com-
mercial work and production services 
with less remunerative low-budget fea-
tures, other producers are seeking sus-
tainability by forming their own union. A 
group led by Rebecca Green, founder 
of the website DearProducer.com and a 
producer of such indie hits as It Follows 
and I’ll See You in My Dreams, recently 
launched the Producers Union, a col-
lective bargaining organization for film 
producers to advocate for steady fees 
and other benefits in the face of indus-

try pressures on budgets and financing. 
One goal of the union, for example, is to 
combat the practice where reps and fi-
nanciers will ask producers to cut their 
already low fees to get a movie made. 

“Why is it that financiers don’t want 
to finance a film where everyone can 
make an income?” asks Green. “The 
pressure is often put on the producers 
to make a budget work, but it’s the fi-
nanciers who don’t want to pay for the 
union crew.”

 If $2 million movies are now 
too expensive for risk-taking equity 
financiers and streamers are more in-
terested in boosting the budgets of 

modest independent films to more 
than $10 million, that leaves indepen-
dent filmmakers with fewer options in 
the financing landscape. “I think we’re 
heading for a reckoning,” worries an-
other producer. “If the cost of living is 
too high, the minimum wage is going up, 
and the cost of movies themselves are 
going up, then where does that money 
come from? Before, it was made up by 
the DVD market, but once that went 
away, it began to be impossible. And 
that was years ago—the gap has only 
widened.”
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Holly Willis on the pleasures and inspirations of 
superb course materials.

Is there any document more compelling 
than a good syllabus? I have a collec-
tion of favorites in a folder on my desk-
top and often daydream about following 
a particular professor’s list of screen-
ings, readings and writing prompts to 
create my own individual class, a kind 
of private self-improvement gambit or—
even better—a venture into some fan-
tastic cinematic territory still unknown 
to me. A good syllabus is a treasured 
resource; a great syllabus, though, 
with its hints and errant connections, 
exudes the magic of possibility and 
epiphany. As an example, I remember 
reading my colleague Priya Jaikumar’s 
syllabus for a graduate seminar called 

“Stateless, Refugee, Migrant Cinemas” 
a few years back, for a class offered 
just after Donald Trump was elected. It 
traced shifts in global culture through 
cinema with a vital urgency that cen-
tered on this question posed by Priya in 
the opening paragraph: “To what extent 
is our difficulty in understanding the 
present crisis also a failure to under-
stand how nationalism, globalization, 
and state power have always worked?” 
The films she had selected were radi-
cally disparate and global, and I sensed 
a profound need to see the world this 
way, far from my very American per-
spective. I had no doubt that I would be 
a different—and better—person after 
16 weeks exploring the works she had 
curated.

Anyway, the syllabus is a 
document of potential, and as proof, I 
point you to one of my all-time favorite 
books, cartoonist Lynda Barry’s Sylla-
bus: Notes from an Accidental Profes-
sor (Drawn & Quarterly, 2014), which 
details Barry’s first three years teach-
ing in the Art Department at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin-Madison. Rather 

than write a book, Barry drew one, add-
ed a bunch of notes, then published it 
in the form of a black-and-white mar-
bled-cover composition book. So, it’s a 
notebook about the relevance of note-
books, but more pointedly, it’s about 
the importance of “being present and 
seeing what’s there,” which is what 
Barry strives to evoke in her students, 
quoting her own college professor, Mar-
ilyn Frasca, from 1975. 

Syllabus includes the syllabi 
for several of Barry’s interdisciplinary 
art classes, but it also walks us through 
her thoughts on how to organize a class, 
how to unravel some of the inhibitions 
students arrive with (“I can’t draw!”) 
and tactics for reimagining some of the 
most basic elements of the classroom 
situation. For example, Barry takes at-
tendance by having students sketch 
quick self-portraits on index cards. Like 
I said: The book is a treasure, a raucous, 
colorful celebration of teaching, learn-
ing and of the syllabus itself, which, in 
its best form, is a special invitation into 
a professor’s worldview.

Unfortunately, this model of 
the syllabus is in deep contrast with the 
template that faculties are given, which 
insists that we spell out every possi-
ble rule and assumes from the start 
that students are basically criminals or 
(only slightly better) customers. What is 
the policy on plagiarism? Cheating on 
exams, missing exams and making up 
exams? How about attendance? What 
are the learning objectives, outcomes 
and expectations? Assignments are 
even referred to as “deliverables,” and 
the final page, at least for faculty in 
my school, lists no less than a dozen 
resources for counseling, advocacy 
and support, all presented in qua-
si-legalese. As William Germano and 

Beautiful Syllabus Design

Kit Nicholls point out in Syllabus: The 
Remarkable, Unremarkable Document 
That Changes Everything (Princeton 
University Press, 2020), “The syllabus 
has become not just a document but 
a contested space, a space where we 
can see one of the central forms for 
planning and carrying out higher learn-
ing slipping away from faculty control 
and, for that matter, from its ideal point 
of origin: A good syllabus is borne of a 
real teacher’s experiences working with 
real students. Like any piece of writing, 
it will only be as good as its ability to 
communicate urgently and effectively 
with readers.” 

While the transformation 
of the syllabus into a legal contract is 
unfortunate, the drive toward more in-
clusive practices is a welcome recent 
shift. A useful list of these ideas comes 
from Barrie Gelles, who last year wrote 
a document titled “Embracing Radical 
Inclusivity: Practical Steps for Creat-
ing an Intersectional, Interventionist 
Syllabus” with the hope of prompting 
more intersectional syllabi. It includes 
sections on how to create classrooms 
that welcome gender-diverse and 
queer students, how to develop an an-
tiracist pedagogy and how to attend 
to socio-economic differences among 
students. It’s terrific.

Turning to a more focused 
look at film studies, the introducto-
ry film 101 classes taught across the 
country are also shifting. A few quar-
ters before the pandemic, Jasmine 
Nadua Trice, an associate professor 
in UCLA’s School of Theater, Film and 
Television, created an innovative online 
version of the school’s undergradu-
ate “Art and Technique of Filmmaking” 
class, and at the same time, broadened 
the screenings beyond the Hollywood 
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COLUMN TITLE 011

classics so often used to demonstrate 
foundational cinematic principles like 
mise-en-scene and sound design. Her 
version includes films, or clips from 
films, such as Boots Riley’s Sorry to 
Bother You; Shireen Seno’s short film 
Shotgun Tuding; Kathryn Bigelow’s 
The Hurt Locker; Jia Zhangke’s Black 
Breakfast; Carl Franklin’s Devil in a 
Blue Dress; Todd Haynes’s Far From 
Heaven; and even Ming Wong’s Life of 
Imitation, which is a double channel 
video installation based on Douglas 
Sirk’s Imitation of Life. It’s a beautiful 
document that stretches far and wide—
but with such care and subtlety! 

That’s another element of 
the syllabus that can be so intriguing: 
the curatorial vision. I recently came 
across Aily Nash’s syllabus for a class 
called “The Operative Image.” Nash is 
an educator and a programmer, and 
she has taught classes at Bard, the City 
College of New York and elsewhere. 
While she has offered versions of the 
class several times and is currently 

preparing a film-curating course that 
she’ll teach at Dartmouth, she present-
ed “The Operative Image” syllabus on 
the HASTAC website in 2017 with com-
mentary on how and why she wrote the 
syllabus the way she did. For example, 
she notes, “The didactic language that 
connects the topics to the visual and 
textual materials are purposefully left 
off of the syllabus so that the creative 
thinking around these connections can 
be made by the students, and not the 
instructor.” This attention to what’s 
not said in a syllabus is so important in 
syllabus design, as is an awareness of 
voice and stance: How are we inviting 
students to engage with a set of imag-
es and ideas? I’ll add that in her com-
mentary, Nash also explains that in the 
process of watching films by artists 
such as Harun Farocki, Ana Vaz and 
Kevin Jerome Everson, students will 
develop what she calls a “moving im-
age analysis toolkit,” an idea that she 
adapted from Sara Ahmed’s notion of a 

“feminist toolkit” from Ahmed’s Living a 

Feminist Life. Again, I’m intrigued.
Finally, Nash offers another 

technique that I love in a syllabus when 
she writes, “The works presented in 
class will provide a broad view on polit-
ical moving-image making, considering 
experimental approaches to produc-
tion, the performance and retelling of 
history, the personal perspective, wit-
nessing, the forensic, postcolonialism, 
post-ethnography, representation, the 
Anthropocene, accelerated aesthetics, 
among other topics.” Wow! This is the 
overview list, where you draw students 
to a class by sketching its breadth and 
simultaneous focus. I’ve been study-
ing film and video for decades, but you 
know what? I need to take this class! 

So, as we move into summer, 
when many of us are revising our syllabi 
for film classes in the fall, rather than 
being beaten down by the university’s 
requirements, we owe our students our 
best syllabi, invitations to thinking and 
viewing and making that are generous, 
poetic, complex and beautiful.

Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   11Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   11 6/28/21   8:11 PM6/28/21   8:11 PM



012 

Joanne McNeil revisits the pre-broad-
band world of Shunji Iwai's All  

About Lily Chou-Chou and the strange 
intimacy of its vision of internet 

communication.

Twenty years after the release of All 
About Lily Chou-Chou, I can’t think of a 
film that better depicts what first drew 
people to the internet, and certainly 
none that matches its expressive use 
of content-type header errors. Director 
Shunji Iwai evokes the gaps and hesi-
tancy in early internet communication 
through the depiction of character 
encoding across the screen. Posts on 
an online forum devoted to Lily Chou-
Chou, a mysterious pop singer, first ap-
pear in a mojibake jumble of accented 
Latin characters. We can hear the clack 
of an old keyboard and another tap to 
refresh. The BBS code is janky, and 
users must frantically reload the pages 
to decode text from garbled Western 
glyphs into Japanese characters. 

The messages are intense 
and awkwardly poetic. “The shadows 
SHE releases into the Ether sublimate 
its wavelengths, transcend the spec-
trum, reach the transparent beyond. 
A permeating imagine of pain fills the 
gaps of serotonin,” writes one of the 
users. “The Ether heals my pain,” posts 
another. Someone else types, “This 

Dialup  
Connections

sounds like a cult.” The opening scene 
presents one of the users out in the 
physical world: a fourteen-year-old, 
alone in a bright field, wading through 
pristine grass that comes up to his 
waist. He’s still dressed in his school 
uniform, all mop-top hair and gan-
gly posture, listening to a CD on his  
Discman. It seems that he’s hiding from 
someone and also that this time alone 
provides him some relief. 

Bewitching music plays while 
the film skips back and forth from the 
boy in the grass to the brief bits of 
white text on a black background. We 
don’t see much of Lily in the film but 
learn about her through the music and 
the obsessive mythmaking by her fans 
in the BBS. They comment on her me-
dia appearances and share facts about 
her life, like that she was born on De-

cember 8, 1980, at the exact moment 
when John Lennon was shot. Most of 
all, the users write about how her music 
makes them feel. 

The “Ether” is a nebulous 
theme channeled by the superstar that 
her fanbase adopts to describe their 
connection to one another online, the 
ways her power creates a feeling of inti-
macy, and just her overall ethereal vibe. 
Lily is “the Ether personified,” someone 
posts. Their messages grow ecstat-
ic as the film continues to cut back to 
the shot of the kid in the electric green 
grass. He’s soothing his troubles with 
Lily’s music. When he’s back at his 
computer, his aloof exterior will melt, 
and he will share emotionally charged 
messages with the BBS.

 The boy in the field is Philia, 
the site administrator of Lilyphilia. By I
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day, he is known as Yūichi Hasumi. His 
family doesn’t have a lot of money, but 
he has a little computer station in the 
corner of their messy apartment. Volu-
ble as he is when posting online, Yūichi 
scarcely speaks in the film. Some ten-
der moments in his life offline happen 
wordlessly. After he is caught shop-
lifting, to the humiliated dismay of his 
pregnant mother, he finds her later and 
offers her a ride home on his bike. They 
say nothing, but she eagerly hops on 
his parcel shelf. It’s clear from her smile 
that he’s been forgiven.

Much of the success of the 
film hinges on Lily, who we must imag-
ine as a mesmerizing talent like Kate 
Bush or Björk, someone who might 
inspire teenagers to exchange such 
raw and enthralled messages. She’s 
performed by Salyu, a Japanese singer 
who was a newcomer at the time, and 
she’s really that good. The soundtrack, 
by frequent Iwai collaborator Takeshi 
Kobayashi, blends Debussy and glam 
rock hooks softened by Salyu’s crystal-
line vocals. Lily is not much older than 
these teenagers and also a resident of 
their island country, but she seems to 
exist eons and galaxies away; some-
place at least as dreamy as the virtual 
world where the youth connect. 

All About Lily Chou-Chou 
didn’t undergo a conventional adapta-
tion process. Before there was a script, 
there was an “internet novel” com-
posed by an online community. Users, 
mostly youths themselves, could sub-
mit ideas and interact with the charac-
ters Iwai created for the BBS. The di-
rector demonstrates an intuitive sense 
of how a slippery online identity ekes 
its way into physical space. A great 
example of this happens at the start 
of Vampire (2011), Iwai’s English-lan-
guage debut, as two characters, “Plu-
to” and “Jellyfish,” awkwardly meet 
IRL. They seem skeptical and trusting 
of each other in equal measure. Pluto 
lists some of his least favorite users on 
the forum where they met, and Jellyfish 
shares that those are all her alt-ac-

counts, happy to own her petty deceit. 
In Lily Chou-Chou, the so-

lace of the teens’ online community 
contrasts with the brutality of their 
face-to-face interactions. Online, as 
anonymous users, they reap all the 
rewards of companionship and shar-
ing feelings without the risks of being 
seen—and seen as vulnerable. The 
texts from the BBS weave through 
the film so seamlessly that watching it 
now—in the age of smartphones—it 
might be easy to forget that these are 
jumps in time. The messages are used 
to animate scenes of Yūichi on his own, 
whether in the field, at his computer or 
browsing a record store. Yūichi’s inter-
net life is anchored to his computer, but 
he listens to the music every chance he 
gets, and he thinks about the internet 
when he’s away from it.

Other than Philia/Yūichi, it 
is unclear until the end which charac-
ters in the film match the users in the 
BBS. Offline enemies might unknow-
ingly form bonds in the “Ether.” Yūichi 
and other characters are subjected 
to aggravated bullying, including sex-
ual assault and coercion. While not 
unrealistic, the graphic depiction of 
their cruelty is hard to watch. As the 
film progresses and Yūichi becomes 
complicit with unforgivable acts by his 

schoolmates, the BBS seems less like 
a sanctuary of healing than a numbing 
force. Perhaps his care for Lily—an 
icon; ultimately, a stranger—should 
be siphoned to the people around him, 
who, like him, suffer alone in the world. 
But such is real life.

Each of Lily’s songs on the 
soundtrack is beautiful. In power-
ful scenes, we see the characters on 
headphones, seemingly guided by her 
to access intense emotional states. 
They don’t quite have one another, but 
they share the trance that comes from 
hearing one’s favorite song in a mo-
ment of pain. 

The internet is different now, 
but Lily and her “Ether” continue to 
dazzle listeners. I looked up the song 

“Arabesque” on YouTube to accom-
pany me as I wrote this essay. On its 
page, there are comments that sound 
like messages from the Lilyphilia BBS. 
Some of these comments have been 
posted in just the past year. “One of 
the most beautiful thing i’ve heard in 
my life,” someone comments. In anoth-
er comment, a user writes, “god let me 
this song forever in Heaven .it calm me 
down when i’m fusing or when i’m high 
on drugs, , at the first time ,, i couldn’t 
describe the emotion i was into so deep 
, this marked deeply in my soul.” 
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REFLECTIONS 014 — 033 The 
Longhand 
Film
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Courtney Stephens on what 
happens when handwritten 
words appear on screen.

For the past six years, I sought out amateur travel 
films made by women in the first half of the 20th 
century, which I collected in an all-archival essay 
film, Terra Femme. In the process, I watched doz-
ens of hours of footage of everything under the 
sun: biblical gardens, women doing laundry, ice 
fields, a tapir, mounds in a cemetery. Occasional-
ly, there is a handwritten intertitle. “Crossing the 
Equator” reads one, and the filmmaker has added 
little serif marks to the letters in “Equator.” What 
follows is footage shot onboard a boat during a 
line-crossing ceremony, in which Poseidon and 
his goons haze anyone crossing for the first time 
by slathering them in shaving cream and throwing 
them in a pool—an equatorial baptism. Elsewhere, 
title cards show up with facts (“Had lunch here”) 
or bits of acquired wisdom (“Camel wisdom: if 
you stand behind them, they can’t spit on you, if 
you stand in front, they can’t kick you.”). By turn 
spectacular, mundane and cliched, the films also 
feature hand-drawn maps and shots of signage or 
tourist pamphlets. The effect is of a moving image 
scrapbook, annotating journeys through vanished 
worlds. 

With the advent of home movie cam-
eras in the 1920s, products quickly came on the 
market that allowed amateur filmmakers to make 
printed intertitles with borders and decorative 
fonts. Premade title sets were also advertised, a 
few feet of leader that could be affixed to the head 
of a film, with stock titles like “Symphony in Color” 
and instructions on what should be shot—in this 
case, spring blossoms. Other suggested subjects 
included airports, auto races, birthday parties 
and a scenario called “Hold the Phone” in which 
a housewife has her phone call interrupted by a 

“child crying, a salesman at the door, a collector, 
etc.” In contrast to this preordained content (and 
the predestined activities of female lives), wom-
en’s travel films are comparatively anarchic, seem-
ingly driven by an urge to capture chance events, 
then collate the world according to them, with 
private notations and other forms of text stitching 
them together. Their haphazard arrangement and 
personal touches set them firmly apart from pro-
fessional travel documentaries of the time. These 
were not aspirational endeavors, nor were many 
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of the women I researched involved in the (male-dominated) 
amateur cine-club circuit. These films seem, by and large, to 
have been private documents, intended for the friends and 
families of their makers or for the makers themselves. 

In his essay “In Defense of Amateur,” Stan Bra-
khage noted that the word in Latin meant “lover” and won-
dered why, by 1971 (when he published the piece), it had ac-
quired a derogatory connotation. He extols the dedication of 
the home-movie maker, who photographs “the events of his 
happiness and personal importance.” Brakhage sees himself 
and other experimental practitioners as successors to this 
tradition. (He is in agreement here with Quentin Tarantino, 
who once stated, “I like holding on to my amateur status.”). 
As an experimental film canon took shape in the 1970s and 
’80s, filmmakers like Hollis Frampton and Fred Worden used 
handwriting to call attention to the nature of word and image 
in a film, and to create palimpsestic studies of the different 
drafts living inside a finished work in films like Frampton’s Po-
etic Justice and Worden’s How The Hell I Ripped Jack Gold-
stein’s Painting In The Elevator. Brakhage himself “signed” 
many of his films by scratching cursive letters into succes-
sive frames of celluloid leader—when projected, the frames 
write the filmmaker’s signature across the screen in light. In 
2021, we have seen the near-elimination of the line between 
professional and amateur. We use screens to scribble on Ins-
tagram stories and dash off memes. But handwriting contin-
ues to show up purposefully in experimental and nonfiction 
films, even as longhand writing becomes increasingly ob-
solete (cursive is no longer taught in many primary schools). 
What does handwriting convey when it shows up in a film? 
What is its relationship to past modes of vernacular writing? 
How does written text imbue or even subvert the information 
it conveys? 

In The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting, Anne 
Trubek points out that early writing was primarily a form of 
counting. Cave paintings are less works of self-expression, 
it is believed, than tallies of goods—an early form of data 
visualization. Many of the Mesopotamian tablets that have 
survived are receipts, the minuscule marks of ancient cune-
iform recording a trade of linen under the rule of a particular 
king or providing a list of temple holdings. It would be sever-
al millennia before the notion of personal handwriting, and 
the belief that it reveals attributes of the individual, entered 
the public imagination. For the centuries in between, writ-
ten scripts operated more like fonts, and the point was to 
adhere to them. The Romans wrote inscriptions in capitalis, 
the classically balanced serif script to which, perhaps, the 
filmmaker makes homage in her embellished “Equator” (and 
from whence we get the term capital letters). The geograph-
ically distinct scripts that proliferated in Europe through the 
Middle Ages were so ornate they were often unintelligible 

Courtney Stephens is a filmmaker based in Los Angeles 
whose non-fiction and experimental films address the 
contours of language, historical memory, and women's 
lives. Her work has been exhibited widely including at 
the Museum of Modern Art, the Berlinale, and the New 
York Film Festival. 
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across regions. They were conformed to diligently 
by the monks who copied books and manuscripts 
and, following the advent of the printing press in 
the 15th century, found themselves in demand as 
tutors of penmanship. Formal calligraphy had a 
new application in Europe: the drawing up of doc-
uments and bureaucratic papers in the conquest 
of territories.

The analysis of character through hand-
writing came about in the 19th century and was 
briefly linked to the occult and divinatory practic-
es like palmistry. But it gained steam as an empir-
ically tested collection of truths that could bridge 
science and religion by revealing how the soul 
shows itself scientifically through writing. These 
ideas especially took hold in France, where to this 
day it is common to ask job applicants to provide 
handwriting samples, which are then analyzed by 
graphologists, or handwriting experts. Strong-
willed people cross their t’s with force; low-hang-
ing g’s and y’s are evidence of sadness. Pioneering 
graphologist Jean-Hippolyte Michon wrote, “Who 
can doubt that every word is the spontaneous and 
immediate translation of thought? And who can 
doubt that handwriting is as spontaneous and 
immediate a translation of thought as speech? 
All handwriting, like all language, is the immedi-
ate manifestation of the intimate, intellectual and 
moral being.” That the written word is the uninter-
rupted route from self to page is essentially the 
logic behind the signature, that mark of the unique 
self that binds us irrevocably to time—to debt, 
marriage and more. It becomes physical evidence, 
and this instant memorialization of the moment of 
writing links the pen to the camera, which can only 
ever film the present moment. 

Handwriting often shows up in fiction 
films, as when a character reads or writes a let-
ter or makes a written confession, as in Bresson’s 
Diary of a Country Priest. Usually, it is a way of 
conveying internal emotions to the viewer or sim-
ply a means of moving the story forward. In non-
fiction filmmaking, it could easily be seen as a 
neutral technology—just another way of making 
words, an ornamental flourish. But longhand writ-
ing carries with it more than just the information 
it conveys. In it lies the mystery of the author, a 
person living and writing in time. While the history 
of writing calls to mind learned volumes and chis-
eled inscriptions, and all the forms of perpetuity 
that humans have sought after, it is conspicuous 
evidence of frailty and disputation, of the provi-

sional nature of factual knowledge. Authors die or 
change their minds. Libraries burn. Buildings fall. 
Ink fades.

Handwriting often shows up in films that feature 
nudity. In Mona Hatoum’s 1988 epistolary short 
Measures of Distance, we hear letters read aloud 
from the filmmaker’s Palestinian mother, exiled 
in Beirut. Arabic writing is layered upon what we 
learn are nude pictures of the mother taken by the 
daughter on a previous trip, before the current war 
that prevents Mona from returning. The mother’s 
letters, read aloud, tell of car bombs and the cir-
cumspect eye of her husband. She writes, “You 
asked me in your last letter, if you can use my pic-
tures in your work. Go ahead and use them, and 
don’t mention a thing about it to your father. You 
remember how he was shocked when he caught 
us taking the pictures in the shower during his 
afternoon nap…. He still nags me about it, as if 
I had given you something that only belongs to 
him.” What is illicit in the film are not the naked 
pictures but the secret intimacy, forged in the text 
that overlays them. The letters speak to the con-
straints of female life; the fact of writing is a form 
of resistance. 

In Maryam Tafakory’s short I Have 
Sinned A Rapturous Sin, made 30 years later, the 
filmmaker’s arms, but not her face, can be seen 
writing Arabic in chalk on black fabric. The words 
are lines from Sin, the poem by Forugh Farrokhzad 
(who would also direct the immaculate film The 
House Is Black). The lines, published when the 
Iranian poet was only 19, describe a bliss found in 
submission, beginning:

I have sinned a rapturous sin / in a warm 
enflamed embrace / sinned in a pair of vindictive 
arms / arms violent and ablaze

As she writes, Tafakory whispers the 
words aloud in a voice of urgent defiance. English 
subtitling in the form of cascading typed text fills 
up pockets of black in the frame, like echoes of the 
handwritten pleasure. The filmmaker writes me via 
email, “typed text and handwriting are different 
voices for me: handwriting is more quiet, a little shy 
and secretive. often cryptic or blended into the im-
age. it can be dismissed or lost. my handwriting is 
always in farsi. typed text is more rigid, has a louder 
and more arrogant tone with fake authority and/or 
contradictory remarks. my typed text is mostly in 
english.” The scenes of writing are contrasted with 
footage of imams and other male commentators,  
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offering their own take on female sexual energies: 
“The woman who leaves the house with makeup ba-
sically is saying I am for sale.”

Written text is by its very nature an act 
of friction. In Goodbye to Language, Jean-Luc 
Godard’s 3D feature, the author Mary Shelley is 
depicted writing outdoors, her quill squeaking 
buoyantly on the page, as if to suggest that the 
loss of the written word is the loss of a kind of 
intercourse. Scratching words into celluloid is 
analogously erotic, like grazing skin with a nee-
dle. It’s also incredibly time-consuming. For just a 
few seconds of a word onscreen, one must carve 
the same word into hundreds of individual frames 
of film. The end effect is something coarse and 
alive. In 1967’s White Calligraphy, Takahiko Iimu-
ra carved an entire eighth century Japanese fable 
into black leader, one character per frame. It is too 
rapid to read and becomes pure choreography—a 
flurry of line and curvature. Writing is, after all, a 
form of drawing, and character languages carry 
in them earlier modes of representational sketch-
es. In Su Friedrich’s film Gently Down the Stream 
from 1981, the filmmaker relays a series of dreams 
she had, interspersed with impressionistic imag-
es. “Wander through / large quiet / rooms” read 
the first three frames, in what appears to be liquid 
chalk but is revealed to be inscription on the film 
itself. The shifting allography (ways of making let-
ters) suggests the mutability of dream space, in 
which one is some sense both writer and reader. 
The text HOWLS in sharp capitals when a woman 
cries out or gets tidy and nearly translucent when 
another shivers. From the handwriting analysis 
perspective, is variation the equivalent of the soul 
engaging in open play? An old book on handwrit-
ing analysis says that the letter t alone can tell you 
a lot about a person. A high t means you’re vain, 
a looped cursive t means you’re sensitive, a low 
stem on the looped t means you’re sensitive, but 
you try not to show it. Try to be less sensitive, the 
book advises. But the film is uninterested in this 
kind of external analysis. The self is a conjurer. 
When the dreamer makes a second vagina next to 
her first one, she wonders: Which is the original? 

As a viewer, waiting for words in the 
frame causes a shift in the images. In Friedrich’s 
film, highlights on the surface of a pool start to 
look like letters attempting to form, which also 
carries an edging, erotic charge. “I lie in a gutter 
giving birth to myself,” the text finally declares. In 
the films of Nazlı Dinçel, hand-scratching (and 

typing, and hammer-punching) agitates the sur-
face of explicit images as a way of claiming them. 
In her series of “Private Acts” films, the filmmaker 
recalls forbidden scenes: early experiences mas-
turbating with a showerhead and other forms of 
autoeroticism, first sex following a divorce. These 
recollections are scratched into haptic imagery—
the thumbing of a flower stamen is as charged as 
the jerking off of an anonymous penis—firmly im-
posing her own articulation of events upon tender 
scenes, an act against shame.

In another scene from Goodbye to Lan-
guage, a voice asks from offscreen, “To live one’s 
life? Or to tell it?” The line is quoted by Moyra Dav-
ey in her 2016 video Hemlock Forest. Davey says 
that when she asked her son if he keeps a diary, he 
replied that he’d rather live his life than narrate it. 
Handwritten ruptures threaten to destabilize the 
image, to force time into review even as it unfolds. 
But they also open the frame to a different kind of 
truth-telling, which comes from earned knowledge 
and intellectual itinerancy. They are interested in 
what gathers over time, similar to a coral reef or 
the marked-up margins of a book. Language time 
differs from visual time because what is written 
has already happened, has been experienced, 
processed and transformed into words. Hand-
writing adds to this the accumulated time of the 
physical being, beginning with the years it took the 
child to learn to write. 

Films use handwriting to summon the 
pasts that lie dormant in the present, not only 
for individuals, but within the physical landscape. 
Hope Tucker’s The Sea [Is Still] Around Us is what 
the filmmaker calls a salvage ethnography. The 
2012 short film uses postcards sent from Corinna, 
Maine, over the course of the 20th century. The 
text is laid over contemporary shots of Corinna’s 
buildings and landscapes while Tucker’s quivering 
hand holds the postcard itself in the frame, show-
ing earlier versions of the contemporary places. 
The chronology of postcards describe decades of 
industrial exploitation, starting with fragments of 
text from the years before the mill came—“I have 
a dandy tan on”—which give way to descriptions 
of choked waterways and overdevelopment. What 
began as handwritten messages transitions to 
typewritten text. One can’t be sure if this mirrors 
what is on the back of the cards we are shown, but 
the switch is clearly meant to suggest the same 
mechanization imposed upon the land.
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Longhand is the mark of the living hu-
man; mechanical type is the mark of The Man. It 
is near-consensus among historians of type that 
something was lost in the transition to networked 
writing systems—not only in the loss of intima-
cy between the writer and the word, but the loss 
of intimacy found in vernacular modes of writing 
such as the postcard, with its shorthand conviv-
ialities. “Aloha!” reads a postcard from Hawaii 
sent in 1961 (and acquired by me at a thrift store 
a half-century later). “Mickey Rooney stayed here 
while visiting Honolulu. Most of the movie ac-
tors and actresses stayed here. Warm today 80 
degrees. Looks like rain but when it rains it lasts 
about five minutes. Just a drizzle. Liquid sunshine. 
Los Angeles tomorrow.”

But then tragedy falls into our lives: A 
loss, an illness, a pandemic interrupts the route 
we were on, remapping our geographies. All prox-
imities become personal. In Instructions on Part-
ing (2018), the filmmaker and artist Amy Jenkins 
documents a period in her life during which, in rap-
id succession, she became pregnant, then lost her 
sister, her mother and her brother, all to cancer, in 
a matter of a few years. The intensities of this time 
period are punctuated with notes of handwritten 
grief, stated frankly, ellipses between locations 
during an intense series of transits between dy-
ing family members in an endless succession of 
final visits. What can be told to the page is dif-
ferent than what can be spoken aloud, and this 
holds true of spoken voiceover. In 2017’s Tip of My 
Tongue, Lynne Sachs, on the event of her half-cen-
tury birthday, gathers people born the same year 
but from other parts of the world, to think through 
the major historical events of the past 50 years 
as refracted through place and perspective. The 
film opens with a sequence of notations scanned 
from notebooks. Jotting and crossed-out phrases 
alight on the screen, then burn out like coals in 
time. They echo the feeling of living through his-
toric events, when what is happening feels too 
fast to ever quite grasp except in retrospect. Pla-
to wrote that written words can do nothing more 
than remind one of what one already knows or has 
already experienced, and the film is an homage to 
orality, the idea of writing as a prompt for perfor-
mance and dialogue. As Socrates quipped, “If you 
ask a piece of writing a question, it remains silent.” 

Baseball marginalia from James Ben-
ning’s private collection are linked to the diary of 
a would-be assassin in American Dreams: Lost 

and Found (1984), an iconographic exploration 
of the American social landscape. The scrolling 
cursive text at the bottom of the screen belongs 
to the diaries of Arthur Bremer, who, intent on 
shooting president Nixon, found an easier target 
in Democratic candidate George Wallace (Wal-
lace survived). Hank Aaron memorabilia are pre-
sented in the upper quadrant of the frame, while 
the soundtrack offers key audio from the era: “You 
don’t have Nixon to kick around anymore,” adver-
tising jingles, news coverage, rock ballads. This 
approach of multivalence through ephemera has 
the effect of being both lovingly culled and openly 
incomplete, acknowledging its own limits through 
the sheer specificity of what has been chosen for 
inclusion. We get the contours of a subtractive 
intelligence, collating debris and sifting through 
transmissions, striving not for completion but for 
insight. Benning’s cursive hand shows up again 
in 1992’s North on Evers. This time, it’s his own 
diaries that scroll over the physical landscape, 
often disappearing behind darker patches in the 
frame, then reemerging over grass or a window, 
like thoughts that dip into the arcane and return 
unfazed. He visits some friends in San Antonio. 

“They have a four year old daughter,” the words 
announce over sand. “I like kids at that age. They 
want to learn so bad.”

A figure walks through what appears 
to be a smoldering forest in Sky Hopinka’s Faint-
ing Spells (2018), whose form makes homage to 
Benning. The film is an imagined conversation be-
tween someone younger asking someone older to 
tell them the story of how the ho-chunk began us-
ing the Xąwįska (Indian pipe plant) to revive peo-
ple who have fainted. Text scrolls across land and 
sky, though maybe this terrain is less a place, like 
Benning’s America, than a substrate upon which 
knowledge is remembered:

“Night is falling and the spirits can see 
us. / It’s time to go home. / You had told me, 

‘When you see the red / oaks, follow the water. / 
Then, when you find a fork in the river there / will 
be a lovely piece of land. / Remove everything that 
shines from your / hands, from your neck, from 
your body, and / swim to the nearest shore.’ / 
Xąwsįska, you’ve fainted again.”

Magnetic poles determine the earth’s 
latitude lines and the equator, but lines of longi-
tude are a human invention, drawn onto the earth 
arbitrarily. A conference to decide where to place 
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the Prime Meridian took place in 1884, at which 
representatives from several nations (the coloniz-
ing ones) met in Washington, D.C., to agree upon a 
common zero longitude line. Each nation had used 
its own navigation for maritime maps—on French 
maps, deviations of longitude were measured 
from Paris and so on.  But the equally essential 
point of the conference was to standardize time 
zones so that clocks around the world would sync. 
At the time in America, neighboring cities some-
times had different times of day, making train 
schedules rather complicated. The record of the 
conference attendees vying for a longitude zero 
that centered themselves reads a bit like a Mon-
ty Python script. The delegate of France shoots 
down the British delegate’s pretext for a longitude 
zero cutting through Greenwich, England (that the 
British Empire had the largest tonnage of world 
shipping), as “entirely devoid of any claim on the 
impartial solicitude of science.” In other words, it 
would simply be a flex on the part of Great Britain. 
The conference adjourns with Greenwich as lon-
gitude zero, initiating Greenwich mean time. One 
imagines the world’s globe-makers updating their 
globes, drawing the longitude lines on by hand. 
Imperial perspective has been subsumed into the 
appearance of objectivity. Writing in its earliest 
form: a transaction receipt. 

In Kevin Jerome Everson’s short film 
Partial Differential Equation (2020), a college stu-
dent fills a chalkboard with a long mathematical 
proof. Differential equations include a changing, 
unknown variable, often stemming from the phys-
ical world. What is the force on the object? Where 
is it going? Partial differential equations are con-
cerned with the multiplicity of factors at play in a 
given situation: position, temperature, orientation. 
These variables can end up encompassing almost 
everything, and solutions can blow up to infinity 
as they evolve in time, becoming unsolvable. We 
never learn what is being represented in the equa-
tion on the chalkboard. It takes more than eight 
minutes to write it out, filling the chalkboard (but 
safely by the end of the 16mm reel).

Those who read in languages that move 
left to right on the page, like English, tend to expe-
rience screen motion the same way: a car driving 
toward screen right has the sense of forward mo-
mentum and progress. Movement toward screen 
left is going somewhere else, as in Behrouz Rae’s 

short film Untitled. When the filmmaker draws a 
line in pencil “backward” across a world map in a 
book labeled Retreat of Colonialism in the Post-
war Period, he charts his own path from his na-
tive Iran to his adopted home, the United States. 
Mapmaking is a way humans assert control over 
the physical world. Like the drawing up of con-
tracts, it was an essential tactic of imperialism. 
Drawing one’s own path into an atlas, or making 
a moving image version of one, is an alternate 
form of mapmaking. Both add another variable 
to the two-dimensionality of the map—the vari-
able of time. The use of handwritten language 
in non-narrative cinema is similar. Language, in 
these genres, is often used to deliver facts and 
information, which are supposed to have no point 
of view. But by including their own written hand, 
the filmmaker uses these tools as a means of find-
ing out what the filmmaker themself knows, em-
bracing the infinite contingencies that have acted 
upon them, and which may even be encoded in 
their handwriting. I find my own to be inconsistent; 
the graphology book tells me that variability is the 
result of a desire for change. 

“One day, time will make every road map 
in the known universe obsolete and useless.  And 
then we’ll all get lost,” says Bill Brown in his short 
documentary Roswell (1994), filmed on desert 
roads in and around New Mexico. Brown isn’t so 
much interested in whether a UFO crashed in 
Roswell in 1947 as he is in the burden of space 
and time that acts upon those on earth. What 
must it have been like for that UFO captain, navi-
gating above the big blank desert without a map? 
Phrases of spoken voiceover are occasionally 
scrawled in strong Sharpie letters in the filmmak-
er’s “secret diary”: “ON THE ROAD TO CORONA 
I REMEMBERED (the page is turned) A REALLY 
SAD STORY…” A solitary woman, living out on the 
land during pioneer days, would write love letters, 
then release them into the open wind. The narra-
tor speculates that one of these letters reached 
an alien starboy, who came to New Mexico looking 
for her. Maybe, he speculates, the Roswell crash 
is less a terrestrial mystery than a cosmic tragedy: 
the story of a woman who almost had the chance 
to outrun her own fate by vanishing in a UFO. A 
woman who, through desperation or optimism, 
wrote tender greetings into a void—to no one in 
particular. 
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Visitors are encouraged to sit and peruse 
books in the cozy Reading Room.

Images: courtesy of Jessica Oreck
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With Las Vegas's Office of Collecting and Design, 
filmmaker Jessica Oreck has made an intimate 
gallery space for considering unexpected objects 
and their meanings. Interview by Scott Macaulay, 
photo captions by Oreck.

REFLECTIONS 023

Drawers of marbles and buttons, a wall of picture 
frames with nothing in them, empty matchboxes, 
broken dice and a tray of antique doll eyes, irises 
fixed in hopeful stares beneath the swoop of their 
curled eyelashes. These are just a few of the un-
canny items you’ll find in the Office of Collecting 
and Design, a museum full of, in the words of its 
creator, filmmaker Jessica Oreck (Beetle Queen 
Conquers Tokyo, One Man Dies a Million Times), 

“lost and forgotten objects, things that people 
don’t think are valuable but have too much charm 
to throw away. These are things that live on the 
edge of being useless, but in their uselessness 
[they] have value to me.” 

The Office of Collecting and Design 
opened just months ago in Las Vegas, nestled 
within the city’s Commercial Center, a sprawling 
shopping complex one mile east of the Strip. Led 
Zeppelin once played the Center’s Ice Palace, fa-
mous entertainers dined and shopped there, but 
in recent decades, the Commercial Center has 
embraced a more polyglot identity. It’s been home 
to everything from the city’s best Thai restaurant 
(Arawan) to the Las Vegas Youth Orchestra to a 
large transgender sex worker community. For 
Oreck, The CenWter was an inviting and natural 
spot for her museum, an idea she hatched after 
spending several years abroad.

“My husband is in the Air Force,” Oreck 
says. “We were in Germany for four years, South 
Korea for a year and a half, now he’s stationed in 
Vegas. I’ve always wanted to open this museum, 
and when we finally got back to the States, I was 
like, ‘OK, this is the moment.’ Then, COVID made it 

a little bit more complicated. But, yeah, now here 
we are in Vegas with a tiny museum.”

The museum has walk-in hours on 
Wednesdays, although “most visitors come by ap-
pointment,” Oreck says. There’s no entry fee, but 
patrons pay to create their own flat lays—objects 
arranged on a surface, then photographed from 
above. Oreck posts the flat lays on Instagram, and 
visitors also leave with a copy of the photograph.

“Some people wander in off the street, 
and then they just wander back out,” says Oreck. 

“But anyone who is here for any extended amount 
of time [realizes], ‘Oh my gosh, this is endless.’ 
Everything here is very rickety, so you have to be 
really careful. But I encourage everybody to open 
all the drawers and all the boxes. We had some-
body stay the other day for seven hours. It’s a  
really small space, only 800 square feet, but 
there’s enough here to do that.” The museum also 
contains a public reading room, which seats about 
10, where Oreck will host screenings and salon 
talks.

While making her first feature, 2009’s 
Beetle Queen, Oreck worked a day job at the 
American Museum of Natural History’s live exhi-
bitions department. After four features and many 
shorts, the director may seem to be traveling full 
circle back to the gallery world with the Office of 
Collecting and Design. But Oreck, who says she 
has a “love/hate relationship” with feature film-
making—“I make a film and say, ‘I’m never doing 
that again,’ then I return to it eventually”—doesn’t 
see it that way. She also directs various stop-mo-
tion animation projects and educational web 

A  M U S E U M  O F 
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content, and the Office doubles as both an ani-
mation studio and prop house, holding collections 
sourced from estate sales and flea markets that 
previously had been “spread all over the world 
in storage units, and parents’ and grandparents’ 
houses.” Oreck says, “For the first time I get to 
have all of my collections and objects at my fin-
gertips, and it makes everything so much more 
pleasurable.”

A cinematic sensibility permeates the 
whole endeavor, not just in the theatricality of the 
museum’s interior design but in the sense of dra-
ma and mystery contained within these seemingly 
random objects, collected according to some in-
effable taxonomy. “Filmmaking is about creating 
atmosphere,” says Oreck. “I’m very uninterested 
in characters and narrative. I’m really just trying to 
create a mood and a really immersive, tactile, tex-
tural environment. So, this feels like a very natural 
progression for me.”

Whether it’s her film or museum work, 
Oreck says she’s continually interested in “the 
routines and rituals that get overlooked because 
they’re such a part of our habits—the sort of lim-
inal space between belonging and trash, habit and 
ritual, value and meaning.” By re-instilling mean-
ing in random detritus or seemingly insignificant 
possessions discarded by a family when a loved 
one passes, Oreck functions as a kind of anti-Ma-
rie Kondo, whose minimalist mantra is oriented 
around the letting go. “She’s like my mortal ene-
my,” Oreck laughs. “I have nothing against her, and 
I know she works for a lot of people, but it’s defi-
nitely not my style! But it is a weird conundrum, 
to be biological and attached to nonbiological 
objects.”

Office of Collecting and Design is open to the 
public on Wednesdays, from 10:00 a.m. to 5:00 
p.m. All other times require an appointment. Visit 
the museum at officeofcollecting.com or on Insta-
gram at @office.of.collecting.

I have such a soft spot for 
three-legged animal  
figures. I love the way they 
often have to lean against 
one another for support.  
This guy is one of my favor-
ites and was given to me by 
fellow filmmaker G. Anthony 
Svatek. Probably a quarter 
of the museum is made up of 
gifts and donations.

Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   24Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   24 6/28/21   8:13 PM6/28/21   8:13 PM



REFLECTIONS 025

Part of the pleasure of the museum is that it 
is never static. Not only are the collections 
growing and changing regularly, but the space 
is also intended to be interactive. Drawers are 
meant to be opened, box lids are meant to be 
lifted and the objects are meant to be sorted 
and arranged. Visitors can book an appointment 
to create their own flat lay like this one and 
walk away with an instant film print.
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The collection of vintage, 
unusual and unplayable dice is 
my largest collection. I was  
probably 13 or so when my aunt 
gave me a tiny box of even  
tinier dice that had belonged to 
my great-grandmother. According 
to my parents, I have been a 
collector since I was a toddler. 
But, to me, that box of dice 
marks the more conscious  
beginning.

Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   26Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   26 6/28/21   8:14 PM6/28/21   8:14 PM



REFLECTIONS 027

This minuscule, vintage, porcelain fruit  
salad is just a portion of a collection of 
tiny fruits on display.
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The year after I graduated college, I’d go to Andrei Tarkovsky 
double bills a lot. In the New York of the mid-1980s, there 
would be a Tarkovsky retrospective every few months at Film 
Forum and now-shuttered spots like the Thalia and Metro 
Twin. The Russian director’s 1975 Mirror would always be 
the second film on the program—Andrei Rublev and Mirror, 
Stalker and Mirror, Solaris and Mirror—so, I wound up seeing 
Mirror many times. This was partly due to fatigue. My day job 
was writing grants for a nonprofit. I’d see these movies after 
work and would invariably drift off during them. I believe it 
was Raúl Ruiz who once said he liked to make films that peo-
ple would fall asleep to and then wake up thinking they were 
in a different movie, and this was precisely my experience 
watching Mirror. After a three-hour journey into inner/outer 
space or the life of a 15th-century icon painter, I’d doze for 
a tiny while, and upon awakening I’d be both confused but 
somehow also in sync with Tarkovsky’s dreamlike fugue. I 
saw the film so many times just to make sure that I eventually 
caught it all.

This past spring, after a year of isolated home 
viewing, I wanted my return to the cinema to be a worthy one, 
so I went to Mirror, this time at one of the theaters at Lincoln 
Center’s Elinor Bunin Monroe Film Center and in a new Mos-
film restoration released by Janus Films. It had been years 
since I’d seen the film, and, masked, sitting alone in the back 
row, memories came rushing back, as well as entire sections 
that felt entirely new to me. 

I’ve long considered Mirror my favorite Tarkovsky, 
and that assessment hasn’t changed. Of all of Tarkovsky’s 
work, its mysteries feel the most durable. After seeing the 
film, I went on a deep Google dive, something I couldn’t have 
done back in the ’80s, but I wanted more—particularly, I 
wanted to know what sort of hold the film might still exert on 
contemporary directors I admire. So, I’m grateful to Michael 
Almereyda, David Barker and Salomé Lamas for the incisive 
essays that follow, pieces I’ll reread in the years to come as I 
continue to revisit Tarkovsky’s bewitching and elliptical mas-
terpiece.

The new restoration of Mirror is now available via 
Criterion in an edition that, among other bonus features, in-
cludes a documentary on the director by his son, Andrei A. 
Tarkovsky.—Scott Macaulay

Three directors reflect on  
Andrei Tarkovsky's  
monumental Mirror,  
now newly restored.
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the scene, 40 years ago, it seemed miraculous.) 
Mirror is Tarkovsky’s most female-cen-

tric film, or, put another way, its splintered, discon-
tinuous story centers most firmly and sympathet-
ically on female characters, even as significant 
sequences admit how history turns on aggressive 
impulses and actions initiated by men, particularly 
men in uniform. 

Tarkovsky’s posthumously published di-
aries tell us that the not-so-great working title was 
The Bright, Bright Day (translated from Russian, 
of course) and that the mirrored double casting 
of Margarita Terekhova, as the mother of a young 
boy in the 1930s and the wife of that boy when 
grown into a more vocal (but largely unseen) man 
in the 1960s, was not part of the original scheme. 
This is fairly startling, as Terekhova’s compounded 
presence, at once cool and warm, wary and ten-
der, is a huge part of what makes the film com-
prehensible and uncanny. Without wearing much 
makeup and barely adjusting her ash blonde hair, 
she inhabits overlapping time frames and deliv-
ers a performance that’s tremendously nuanced,  

MICHAEL ALMEREYDA

“Of all the inarguably great filmmakers in the his-
tory of cinema, Tarkovsky is the one lacking a 
sense of humor.” When I hear this sentiment from 
viewers less tolerant and more sophisticated than 
myself, I point to the early scene in Mirror when 
a confidently flirtatious doctor sits on a fence 
beside the film’s ostensible protagonist, a young 
version of Tarkovsky’s mother. The man’s weight 
causes the fence’s crossbeam to snap, sending 
them both crashing to the ground—a gag that 
Buster Keaton might have appreciated. The doc-
tor’s laughter—“It’s nice to fall with a pretty wom-
an!”—is a bit overemphatic, but here’s proof that 
the magnificently brooding Tarkovsky could admit 
laughter as a force in the world, even if it’s out-
weighed, outdistanced, overwhelmed by his sig-
nature moods of wonderment and yearning.

Wonderment asserts itself soon 
enough, as the doctor amiably retreats, walk-
ing into an open clearing, and a fantastic wind 
sweeps through surrounding branches and grass. 
(The effect was achieved using a helicopter; com-
mon knowledge now, but when I first experienced 
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prismatic and moving, even as few of her scenes involve ex-
tended dialogue.

Years after I first saw them, the images of child-
hood rapture and dream carried such a powerful impression 
that I was surprised, on revisiting the film, to take in so many 
episodes collaged out of archival material, black and white 
footage as raw, unaccountable and unerringly selected as in 
a Bruce Conner film.  

Tarkovsky is telling us something about histo-
ry, national memory fusing with private memory, childhood 
impressions of his mother’s independence, his father’s war-
time absence and also his father’s poetry, read in voice-over 
throughout the film, less as a commentary or key, I think, 
than as bridgework linking scenes and themes. (I tend to 
drop out a bit, actually, when Tarkovsky Sr.’s poetry droningly 
drops in.) 

The film was designed to be intensely personal, 
elliptical and allusive, but Tarkovsky confides in Sculpting 
in Time that he was “desperate” while editing it: “The film 
didn’t hold together, it wouldn’t stand up, it fell apart as one 
watched, it had no unity, no necessary inner connection, no 
logic.” It took more than 20 variants, he tells us, before the 
structure clicked, and the film “came to life.”

“I can speak,” announces the becalmed young man 
dramatically cured of his stutter, in the film’s first scene. But 
what is there to say? Mirror’s abiding beauty and towering 
stature correspond to the film’s title: We’re presented with a 
shifting mirror that reveals new things in its details, its silenc-
es, its shimmering corners, on every viewing.

The charmingly lost doctor at the start of the film 
never reappears, but he’s played by Anatoliy Solonitsyn, Tar-
kovsky’s favorite actor: his Rublev, his Hamlet. Before de-
parting, he asks the mother (as he stands, brushing himself 
off, without apology for the busted fence) whether she won-
ders if plants and trees “are capable of feeling, being aware… 
even perceiving? ...They’re in no hurry, while we rush around 
and speak in platitudes.” 

The film’s dream logic, its sustained sense of pri-
vacy and mystery, reasserts the intuition that yes, of course, 
nature is sentient, communicating apart from and beyond 
human striving. Water, earth, wind and fire provide an ele-
mental framework that reflects and transcends conscious 
thought. And history—am I reading this right?—is inescap-
ably part of the flow, whereby time, memory and imagination 
merge, and the most appropriate reaction to it all may be, at 
the end of the movie, the child’s spontaneous, celebratory 
shout before the restless camera glides on, into the obscur-
ing trees, taking in the sky’s last light. 

In memory of Diego Cortez

DAVID BARKER

Although I often read of Mirror as though it was a 
Tarkovskian Death of Ivan Ilyich, the film doesn’t 
occur to me to be as much a reflection on the life 
of an individual as it is a reflection on what it is to 
be a human being during the middle years of the 
20th century.

A boy is looking at the world and trying 
to understand how to be in it. He gets no guidance 
from those closest to him, so he turns his gaze out 
into the world, with just as little luck. How does a 
soul find its way through this? 

In the middle section, the references to 
Leonardo intercut with World War II and the Span-
ish Civil War seem to run parallel to the argument 
that philosophers Max Horkheimer and Theodor 
Adorno make in Dialectic of Enlightenment. Here 
are the first two sentences:

“In the most general sense of progres-
sive thought, the Enlightenment has always aimed 
at liberating men from fear and establishing their 
sovereignty. Yet the fully enlightened earth radi-
ates disaster triumphant.”

For Horkheimer and Adorno, rationality 
and instrumentalization are inseparable, so the 
flip side of the advances in technology and medi-
cine in health are the two world wars and industri-
alized mass murder such as the Holocaust. 

Tarkovsky isn’t saying the same thing as 
Horkheimer and Adorno. It’s more likely he may 
be saying something along the lines of from this 
high point of human creativity, look what a vile 
mess we have created. It’s a bit more Christian, a 
story of Eden. So, the film looks at that society 
produced on top of the achievements of the En-
lightenment, but it looks from a place approaching 
the pure being of a soul.

My experience of the film each time I 
have seen it is the same. I watch and try to under-
stand what’s going on, the connection between 
the episodes, what is happening inside the people.

I don’t think this is an accident but rath-
er a dramatic principle. We relate to the boy as he 
does the same, looking out at the world, trying to 
make sense of it. As an editor, this is something I 
often look for: a way to align the audience’s cogni-
tive experience of a film with the central dramatic 
question.

The figure of a child trying to make 
sense of the world of adults recurs across Tar-
kovsky’s work, but I find it particularly effective in 

Michael Almereyda's Paradise will be released by Grass-
hopper Films in the fall. Upcoming projects include an 
adaptation of Don DeLillo's Zero K.
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Mirror, where understanding and seeing is drama-
tized for the audience as well, connecting it with 
the viewer’s own experience. 

After watching the film recently (in the 
fantastic restoration whose colors seem totally 
different than the versions I had seen), I found my-
self remembering one of my earliest memories: I 
was in my grandparents’ house, peering through 
legs to watch a relative or friend of theirs doing the 
Cossack dance, squatting low on the floor, legs 
kicking. Adults drinking cocktails and smoking, it 
was loud, there was music. Some sort of celebra-
tion in which I could neither participate nor under-
stand. It’s a memory that remains with me as an 
image of the strangeness and unknowability of 
the world of adults.

If movies are, above all else, a way for 
humans to think about themselves in time and 
space as constituted in the 20th century, perhaps 
all movies could be called Mirror.

David Barker was the editor of Josephine 
Decker’s Shirley and co-writer/editor of Petra 
Costa’s The Edge of Democracy. He recently 
edited Sarah Adina Smith’s Birds of Paradise, 
which will be released in the fall.
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In the film Mirror, Tarkovsky reaches the apotheosis of his 
solipsistic investigations. I remember watching the film at 
home for the first time as a youngster by randomly pulling a 
DVD out of the family’s shelf. Mirror triggered the watching of 
the entire monographic DVD collection, and not long after, I 
came across Sculpting in Time (1984). There, Tarkovsky re-
counts that he decided to chronicle one man’s life through 
the 20th century with a narrative that moves backward and 
forward in time, a life lived not solely in the present but also 
in some complex temporal zone between past and present, 
one where the past remains present to us, where the past is 
not past. This man, named Alexei in the film, is a surrogate for 
Tarkovsky, who makes a brief appearance near the end of the 
film, in bed, cupping a bird in his hand until he releases it into 
the air. “It’s nothing,” he says. “Everything will be all right.”

Our existence is condemned to vacuums of time 
and space. The complementary perspectives—freedom that 
can be achieved with disillusion and captivity that can grow 
out of our incapacity to maintain illusion—are both emotion-
ally charged.

Memory is raw, stripped and utterly unconscious, 
but is it reliable? The question is not whether we guide our 
experience by our visions of the past. The question is wheth-
er we do so to the extent that we alter our memories. This 
is very expensive. We cannot ignore the darkness, the des-
ert, the dangers, the terror of life. We cannot throw away the 
condition or free ourselves from it, but we can accept it, and 
from that can come a feeling, a strong emotion, of joy. Mor-
tality is inevitable, but we can love life as mortals.
San Sebastián, 19th of June 2021

Salomé Lamas (Lisbon) studied cinema in Lisbon and 
Prague, visual arts in Amsterdam and is a Ph. D candi-
date in contemporary art studies in Coimbra. Her work 
has been screened both in art venues and film fes-
tivals such as Berlinale, BAFICI, Cinema du Réel and 
Viennale.
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writers and poets called “Spirit Music.”   
Working in tandem with Lawrence, festival pro-

ducer Hal Tulchin had filmed the concert series in its en-
tirety. Unfortunately, neither the planned film nor most of 
the 40 hours of footage was released. Some footage did ap-
pear in a couple of television specials broadcast in New York 
in 1969 and in What Happened, Miss Simone? (2015). But only 
a select few have had the opportunity to witness the visual 
beauty and sonic power of the festival.  

Until now! 
The newly released film  Summer of Soul  (...Or, 

When the Revolution Could Not Be Televised) brilliantly doc-
uments the 1969 Harlem Festival.  Directed by Ahmir 

“Questlove” Thompson, Summer of Soul captures some of 
the festival’s most iconic moments, as well as the political 
transformations that informed the music.  Every perfor-
mance, from Stevie Wonder’s drum solo to Mahalia Jack-
son’s and Mavis Staples’s soul-stirring duet, maps where 
Black music had been, where it was and where it was going. 

There’s so much to admire about the film: the mu-
sic, the deft storytelling of the participants (musicians and 
attendees), the beautiful shots of the audience and the di-
rector’s ability to situate the festival within a larger political 
framework without minimizing the singularity of the event.  

In an hour-long interview, director Questlove dis-
cussed his involvement in the project, his vision for the film 
and how Summer of Soul complements his lifelong work as a 
creator, historian and curator of music.  

EVERYBODY 
IS A STAR

On June 29, 1969, Sly and the Family Stone delivered an 
electrifying performance at Mount Morris Park in Harlem, 
New York. Fusing the revolutionary fervor of the Black Free-
dom movement with the collectivist spirit of West Coast 
counterculture, the iconic band wowed the audience with 
rousing renditions of  “Everyday People,” “Sing a Simple 
Song” “You Can Make It If You Try,” “Dance to the Mu-
sic” and  “I Want to Take You Higher.” If there existed any 
doubts about the Black community’s deep love for Sly and 
the Family Stone, the crowd’s thunderous applause, pierc-
ing shrieks and shouts of approval that day erased them all.  

Sly and the Family Stone’s riveting performance 
was part of the 1969 Harlem Cultural Festival, a six-week 
concert series that drew more than 300,000 attendees. The 
brainchild of entertainer Tony Lawrence, the Harlem Cul-
tural Festival was organized in 1967 with the goal of provid-
ing Black New Yorkers with the best entertainment possible.  

With corporate sponsorship and savvy planning, 
the festival hit its stride in 1969. That year, the event brought 
together some of the biggest names in music: Stevie Won-
der, B.B. King, Nina Simone, the 5th Dimension, Mahalia 
Jackson, Abbey Lincoln, Max Roach, Gladys Knight and 
the Pips, Hugh Masekela, David Ruffin, the Staple Singers 
and the Edwin Hawkins Singers, among others.    

There were plans to release the festival’s footage 
as a film. And why not? The world beyond New York de-
served to experience Black cultural unity on full display, 
to witness the materialization of what so many Black Arts 

FEATURES 034 — 073

Uncovering mindblowing,  
little-seen footage from the  
1969 Harlem Cultural Festival,  
which featured Sly and the  
Family Stone, Nina Simone,  
Stevie Wonder and many other 
top Black musicians of the day,  
director Ahmir “Questlove” 
Thompson’s Summer of Soul  
(...Or, When The Revolution Could  
Not Be Televised) is a transport-
ing documentary debut—both  
a galvanizing historical document 
as well as soul-stirring picture 
that deftly speaks to the present  
day. Interview by Claudrena Harold. 
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was. So, I guess the longest version of it is, I 
thought these guys were fibbing, and they 
were like, “No. We got 40 hours of this.” 

I’m so glad that it came in full form and under 
your editorial control rather than piecemeal. 
I think it makes a huge difference. This may 
be selfish on my part to say, but I was happy 
Amazing Grace came out after Aretha Frank-
lin died. It’s hard to explain, but it provided a 
certain level of closure that I think, if I had 
seen it in piece form, it would’ve been differ-
ent.

Here’s the weird thing. Sydney Pollack 
had been trying to get that film in festivals 
some 15 years before she died, and I hap-
pened to be maybe two degrees of separa-
tion from the film at the time. Both Lenny 
Kravitz and I had a mutual friend [who] had 
a copy of it, and he held it very close to the 
hip. So, at the time, he let me see 10 min-
utes of it. And, you know, my relationship 
with Aretha was begging her [to release it], 
almost to the point that after the seventh 
or eighth time, she already had her eyeroll 
ready, like, “Boy, don’t you come to me 
talking about that damn documentary no 
more.” “No, queen, you don’t understand. 
This could change lives and history.” 

The very beginning of the process 
was like, how should we execute this film? 
What do you do with 40 hours of footage? 
And how do you tell compelling stories, es-
pecially when each artist had 45 minutes 
each? Do I take a Woodstock approach and 
make this a three-hour-plus film? Do we go 
straight to streaming and do six or seven 
miniature episodes and go day-by-day? 

Then, I saw Amazing Grace and was 
really amazed at Pollack’s decision to not 
give you context but just to give you the 
performance. At the time when I saw it in-
complete, I thought, “OK, just let you be a 
fly in the room.” But I had so many ques-
tions: Wow, The Rolling Stones were in 
the deacon’s pew? My god, there’s Chuck 
Rainey on bass, and there’s Bernard Purdie 
on drums, [guitarist] Cornell Dupree—the 
entire rhythm section of Aretha’s best work. 
You’d never seen them play together or any 
of those things. Not to mention, I’m trying 
to figure out the story behind her father 
coming in “fashionably late” with [gospel 

Congratulations on the brilliant film, Sum-
mer of Soul. It was a pleasure to watch. Ev-
ery frame, every second seemed to lend 
credence to James Baldwin’s assertion that 
music is our witness and our ally. 

Whoa! I’ve got to steal that from you. 
Do I have your permission to? 

You do, you do.
That’s a beautiful quote. I’d never even 

thought of it in those terms.
I think it’s our good fortune that this film and 
this story was in your hands. Can you discuss 
the genesis of your involvement in the proj-
ect? How did you learn about the festival and 
the footage?

One of our two producers of the film, 
Robert Fyvolent or David Dinerstein, basi-
cally approached me about this mythical 
festival in Harlem. As someone whose very 
DNA is music and who is known as one of 
the biggest snobs of the culture, I’d never 
heard of it, so I wasn’t fully convinced of 
its existence in the first place. That’s a nice 
way of saying I thought these guys were just 
trying to game me into some free Tonight 
Show tickets. But then they showed me the 
footage a week later, and I was mind blown. 
So, this film chose me, I didn’t choose this 
film. I couldn’t fathom that Stevie Wonder 
or Sly and the Family Stone or the Staple 
Singers and B.B. King and all these pillars 
of music did a festival that [more than] 
300,000 people witnessed and not a trace 
of it was documented online. So, I had to 
be involved. 

You know, in 1997 I was in Japan, and I 
unknowingly watched two minutes of that 
Sly and the Family Stone footage. [Japan’s] 
relationship with soul music and preserv-
ing history is way different than ours was. 
Now, YouTube has united the world, but 
before 2003, if I wanted to get some soul 
knowledge, chances are I could find more 
of it in Japan than I could in New York. So, I 
happened to be at a nightclub, and there’s 
two minutes of Sly and the Family Stone 
at some sort of outdoor concert. Naturally, 
I just thought this must be some Switzer-
land festival—Europe was big on preserv-
ing these moments in concerts. But I had 
no clue that that was the Harlem Cultural 
Festival or what a Harlem Cultural Festival 
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singer] Clara Ward on [his] arm. What’s re-
ally weird is right after the movie came out, 
which is right around the time this film 
fell into my lap, I got a chance to grill both 
Chuck Rainey and Bernard Purdie about 
their takes on recording it. And they had so 
many different stories about it. To me, I’m 
like, this is the most historic recording of 
all time. And to them, it was like, “No, that 
was the day that [gospel musician, the Rev.] 
James Cleveland cussed us out for using his 
parking spot.” And the other deacons were 
like, “Yo, we should not have The Rolling 
Stones sitting in the deacon’s pew.” Then, 
there’s this whole moment—you’re Are-
tha Franklin, you’re singing, you see your 
idol come in with your father, and there’s 
a whole underlying drama. Suddenly, I 
was like, “Wait a minute. There’s a lot of 
backstories to this that I wish I knew.” So, 
[in Summer of Soul], I was like, “OK, we’re 
just going to find 14 to 16 really compelling 
performances.” And then the music nerd 
or Easter egg discoverer in me wanted to 
explore further to see what was behind the 
story.

One of the real strengths of the film is this 
judicious and innovative blend of concert 
footage and commentary—and I think “inno-
vative” because the talking heads play a dual 
role of expert and spectator. So, I’m thinking, 
are you showing them the footage as you’re 
interviewing Gladys Knight, Marilyn McCoo, 
Billy Davis Jr.1?

I’m really glad you acknowledged the 
pain that it was to figure out. If there ever 
was a “which comes first, the chicken or the 
egg” thing—because the thing is, is none of 
our talking heads, none of our witnesses or 
artists have seen [this footage before]. You 
really want to catch them and their first 
reactions—like, Marilyn McCoo wouldn’t 
have started crying on the spot had she 
watched it beforehand. So, it was a little 
tricky in figuring out how to show them 
the footage in real time and have them talk 
to us without the sound blending. I had to 
have a separate crew strategically set up a 
film screen that’s obscured to the left or the 
right so that [the interviewees] could see it 
but [not have] the light shine on them. And 
the second they say something, it’s almost 

like having a DJ on standby—like, “Turn the 
volume down. Huh? What’d you say?” That 
sort of thing.

At the time, I thought, “Well, the big-
gest obstacle is time, because it’s 50 years 
ago. If you find anyone really of age [who 
was at the concert], like anyone 20 or 30, 
chances are they’re not living right now at 
90 years old. And even if we found anyone 
who was in their 20s, I don’t know the level 
of their recollection.” So, the sweet spot for 
us was to find young teenagers, anyone who 
was 15 to 20 years old during that time pe-
riod. Hence, both Gladys and Stevie Won-
der—Gladys and Marilyn McCoo I think 
were 25 at the time, and Stevie Wonder was 
just 19 years old. The oldest of the kids that 
we found was our very first interview, Musa 
Jackson, and he was five years old. Even 
then, it was sort of risky, like, “Well, what 
insight is a five-year-old going to give us?” 
But the thing he said to us was, ”This was 
my very first memory of life.”

Wow.
And he just started spewing every-

thing that he remembers of his first memo-
ry of life, describing things that have been 
sitting in the basement for five decades. 
He was actively describing the 5th Dimen-
sion costume, [and that] was the thing that 
[made us say], “OK, we‘ll give you a shot. 
Come on in next Tuesday.” He started de-
scribing their outfits and how he remem-
bered everything they wore. And he knew 
the song lineup, too, because they were his 
favorite group. And what was jackpot about 
his moment was that—and I wasn’t expect-
ing it at all—he started to cry because it was 
sort of like, you think you remember it, you 
don’t know. He’s 57 now, but it’s like, “Did I 
remember that? Did I not remember that?” 
All of his shiny, fuzzy, sentimental child-
hood memories are wrapped up in this one 
festival. People have a good times file and a 
bad times file, but this is prime for him. So, 
once he did that, then it was almost, like, 
OK for everyone to do the same thing: Show 
the footage to them live on the spot to get 
their reaction to it. It was a risky thing to do.

It doesn’t give them the opportunity to edi-
torialize.

Exactly.

036 

1 Marilyn McCoo 
and Billy Davis 
Jr., were found-
ing members 
of the popular 
group the 5th 
Dimension. Known 
for their beau-
tiful blend of 
pop, gospel and 
soul harmonies, 
the 5th Dimen-
sion topped the 
charts in 1969 
with their hit 
medley, “Aquar-
ius/Let the Sun-
shine In.” 
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I thought that was such a smart directorial decision. It makes 
the film different from anything else that’s out there. I feel like 
so many documentaries live in the shadows of Eyes on the Prize, 
even when you don’t want to. Did the footage challenge or rein-
force any ideas you had about music in 1969?

There’[re] historical facts that I was obsessed with getting 
correct just for the sake of history because Black erasure is real 
out here. For any fear or trepidation that I had about my abilities 
to tell a story through film—like, I’ve written books, I’ve curated 
shows and art installations, but I’ve never directed a film before. 
And I was trying to figure out, how do I even begin to tell this 
story? 

As a musician, I was gobsmacked by the fact that the sound 
was pristine. The sound that you heard, we did not even do two 
percent sweetening. It’s almost like the music came mixed on 
its own. We didn’t have to do much more to the post edit for the 
sound. And that to me was the most amazing thing because 
there were only 16 microphones. The first thing I did was call my 
own production manager for The Roots. I was like, “Yo, on our 
rider, what’s our output situation when the whole band’s per-
forming, all 11 of us?” And he’s like, “Oh, we need, hands down, 
107 outputs.” And I was like, “Wait a minute, 107 microphones 
and outputs are needed for a Roots concert to happen, but back 
in Harlem, there were only 16 microphones?” Mind you, like 
in the case of the 5th Dimension, only three mics were vocals. 
Each singer didn’t have a microphone. The Pips had to share 
one mic. You can either hear the drums or hear [singer] Bubba 
Knight alone without music. They made the most out of a min-
imum, and the sound is pristine—the best sound I ever heard. 

As far as putting it together: I came from an era where you 
put 23 songs on a record. Roots albums were super bloated—you 
put everything in but the kitchen sink. You know, idolizing 
Prince, who leaves this earth with [more than] 7,000 songs com-
pleted in his vault. Whereas as a music historian, a lot of the 
albums that we deem classic are short statements. Stevie Won-
der’s Innervisions is just nine songs and under 42 minutes. Thrill-
er by Michael Jackson is also nine songs and under 42 minutes. 
Nas’s Illmatic, at the time, went against the grain—it was only 10 
songs, whereas De La Soul Is Dead is 27 songs. So, this taught me 
the power of editing, something I’ve never done before in my 
professional career. My first cut of the film was closer to three 
hours and 30 minutes, and my producers were like, “It’s good, 
but we guarantee you if you make this a tight two hours, you’ll 
have a masterpiece on your hands.” So, what 90 minutes do I 
take away from this film? That was the hardest thing. It wasn’t 
a problem of lack of abundance or lack of witnesses or lack of 
stories or lack of performances. It was about what to take away.

1969 was a transformative year in gospel, with the success of Ed-
win Hawkins’s “Oh Happy Day” and so many other things—I think 
Shirley Caesar’s “Don’t Drive Your Mama Away” was a million sell-
er. Clara Ward made this album [Soul and Inspiration] with Capi-
tol. And this film captures those seismic shifts and that transition. 

HOW THEY DID IT

Production Format
Digital (“Ahmir, Shawn Peters (DP) 
and I made the creative choice 
to use vintage Bausch & Lomb 
lenses, feeling the patina of using 
those lenses was the best way 
to shoot Black and Brown skin 
tones.”*)

Camera
ARRI Alexa Mini (“We were editing 
at RadicalMedia up until the 
shutdown happened in March 
2020, at which point we moved 
to a remote workflow. Josh edited 
from a home setup he had built, 
and Ahmir and I were able to be in 
the edit virtually using a program 
called Evercast.”)

Editing System
Avid Symphony

Color Correction
DaVinci Resolve

*Quotes from producer Joseph 
Patel
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You’re watching Walter Hawkins sing in the background in the choir, which 
is always so weird to me.

Or watching Walter sing with his brother or Tramaine next to him.2 
If there ever was a moment where I dreaded throwing something away 
from the edit—the song that Tramaine and Walter did together was prob-
ably the showstopper, but “Oh Happy Day” was the hit. Sometimes, the 
best performance wasn’t the big hit, it was the song you didn’t know. So, 
to see Tramaine Hawkins dueting with her husband would’ve been magic 
to see. I knew gospel experts, especially of my age, would’ve eaten that up 
tremendously, but that’s one of the many sacrifices I had to make.

Well, it’s good to know that it’s out there, though.
Oh, it’s out there, and I’m certain that we’ll figure out expanded edi-

tions and all those things.
One of the things that I appreciated, and I’m not sure another director 
would’ve done this, was the attention you gave to gospel from Hawkins, 
Mahalia Jackson and the Staple Singers. And even that scene with Ben 
Branch—like, I just only associate him with the Cannonball [Adderley] al-
bum [Country Preacher, where Branch’s work with the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference’s Operation Breadbasket program is mentioned on 
the opening track]. It was just amazing. Can you talk about that?

Two things had to happen at the beginning of this film once I accept-
ed the mission. The first thing was taking this 40 hours of footage—trans-
ferred to DVD—and living with it for five months. I took that footage and 
used it as a screensaver or just, like, my aquarium—one loop constantly 
for five months, no television. Every television in the house just played it 
constantly from the master computer—in my bathroom, my living room, 
my bedroom, my office. It wasn’t like, “On Sunday, I’m going to sit down 
and watch.” I wanted it to hit me organically. So, for five months, I would 
just take notes on everything, and occasionally, different generations of 
people would be around me, and I’d see what they’d take note of. And the 
one thing that was always a perceived comic highlight was whenever the 
gospel parts would come on and anyone slightly younger than me—anyone 
who was millennial or Gen Z, people born after ’94 to even people like my 
girlfriend’s kids’ age, who are slightly younger—[would watch]. They live 
in .gif and meme culture, so to them, without any context, watching these 
people catch the spirit is humorous. Like, “Yo, look at the girl over there. 
Oh, she’s about to fall out”—that sort of thing. I mean, I get where they’re 
coming from because I was that seven-year-old kid waiting for Sister Fe-
licia in the third row to start running up and down having a fit in the pew. 
Then, the deacon brothers come in and try to calm her down. 

What I’m trying to do with these series of films I’m working on is to 
add a human element that is never, ever discussed in any of these doc-
umentaries I see about any of our stories. You see the pain, and I think 
people often mistake seeing the pain as, “Oh, that makes you empathetic.” 
But for me, I knew that inherently because our ancestors are African. We 
have a relationship with getting into the spirit that’s often not discussed. 
Like, you just think, “Oh, she’s just acting crazy today,” and I’ve wanted 
people to frame this in terms of, “No, that was cathartic.” Today, you’re 
starting to hear folks of color, Black people, speak of taking care of their 
mental health and whatnot. But we never discussed that back then. We put 
all of our eggs in one basket, and that was the church.

I felt this is important to explain. Any time someone would laugh 
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2 Revered in the gospel world, the 
Hawkins Family gained international 
attention in 1969 with their cross-
over gospel hit, “Oh Happy Day.” With 
its funky backbeat, inspiring vocals 
from Dorothy Morrison and Edwin Haw-
kins’s innovative arrangement, “Oh 
Happy Day” appeared on the gospel, 
R&B/soul, and pop charts. Within 
months of its release, “Oh Hap-
py Day” was in regular rotation 
at Top 40 pop stations across the 
nation. It climbed Billboard’s sin-
gles charts, peaking at the no. 4 
position. Not just popular in the 
United States, “Oh Happy Day” was a 
no. 1 hit in Holland, France and 
Germany. The song’s fans ranged 
from pop-crazed teenagers enamored 
with the song’s uplifting lyrics and 
irresistible chorus to the Beatles’ 
George Harrison, who identified the 
tune as an inspiration for his 1970 
song “My Sweet Lord.” Of course, the 
Hawkins Family’s success extended 
into the 1970s and 1980s. A giant 
in the gospel world, Walter Hawkins 
gained international recognition 
for his arranging and production 
skills, songwriting gifts and amaz-
ing vocals. His broad compositional 
style ranged from the majestic “Be 
Grateful” to the gutbucket, bass-
and-drum funk of “Until I Found the 
Lord.” In the 1970s, his Love Alive 
album series sold in the hundreds 
of thousands, an indication of his 
popularity among Black gospel music 
lovers. These albums featured his 
then-wife, gospel powerhouse Tra-
maine Hawkins. Tramaine, one of the 
most celebrated singers in gos-
pel music history, met the Hawkins 
family at Ephesian Church of God in 
Christ, where her grandfather E. E. 
Cleveland, served as pastor. Some 
of her hit songs include “Goin’ Up 
Yonder,” “Changed,” “In the Morning 
Time” and the crossover hit “Fall 
Down.”
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at James Brown screaming the way he does, 
the perceived primitive, exotic way that our 
music was presented—like, “Why do you 
guys look so disheveled when you scream 
and drop to your knees and all that? Is that 
just show business or is that real?”—I want-
ed people to see that there’s a relationship 
with gospel and catharsis, even with free 
jazz. It was really, really important to me 
that I show that music was often the only 
outlet. The way that music helped us escape 
slavery, music was also the outlet through 
which we got these feelings out. It’s not just 
like, “Sonny Sharrock is making a guitar 
face.” No, that’s him letting out whatever 
anger or feelings or emotions he had in the 
last three weeks and had no other way to 
express except through that guitar. It was 
important to me to really frame it as that 
was: therapy. 

The film is so ecumenical: There’s blues, jazz, 
gospel, free jazz. A fan who only likes Stevie 
Wonder or Sly, they’re going to get a lot more. 
To me, that’s reflective of that moment, of 
what Amiri Baraka was trying to do when he 
talked about unity music, bringing all of this 
together. I was also blown away by the ec-
umenical nature of the lineup, and that you 
stuck with that.

I was highly impressed. As a person 
[who] throws his own festival with The 
Roots Picnic, I took my cues, well before I 
even knew who Tony Lawrence was, from 
Bill Graham and the West Coast. Seeing 
these weird poster lineups of Miles Davis 
and the Grateful Dead, [I was like] how does 
that work?

I found out that Jimi Hendrix actually 
had a desire to play this festival. It’s weird 
that Sonny Sharrock got through, but of 
course he got through via Herbie Mann as a 
side guy. But Jimi Hendrix is sort of like, “Eh, 
we don’t know. Your group might be over 
our head.” Unfortunately, what the festival 
organizers didn’t know was that Hendrix 
was changing as well. He’d just disbanded 
the Experience. He had formed together a 
band of gypsies, an all-Black band because 
Jimi himself was going through his—I’m 
about to quote Paul Mooney—“‘brother’ 
wakeup call.” So, Jimi wound up doing, at 
least for three weeks, a tour of Harlem. He 

would play these blues clubs during the 
summer, sometimes after the show let out 
and sometimes shows with Albert King and 
whatnot—kind of the official afterparty, but 
no one knows about it. But he himself was 
on his sort of soul-searching mission to re-
turn to his blues roots.

Probably the most telling perfor-
mance was definitely watching camera four 
of Sly and the Family Stone. When I was 
just watching it in the privacy of my home, 
I’d explained to people that as a hip hop 
head that grew up late ’80s, early ’90s, it 
would be like if an unknown Migos got a 
chance to perform at a Wu-Tang Clan con-
cert back in 1995. Now, if they were adver-
tised, it might’ve been a different situation. 
But Sly and the Family Stone kind of used 
this as a dress rehearsal for Woodstock, so 
they weren’t advertised. Only a few people 
knew they were coming. And to watch the 
audience’s look[s] on their face[s]—if you’re 
under the age of 24, you’re like, “I can’t be-
lieve this is happening right now.” If you’re 
an adult, this is the first time you’re see-
ing a band onstage that’s not in tuxedos. 
They’re not trying to take the Copa route. 
Everyone is doing their best to make their 
presentations ready for the Copa because, 
it’s like, if you can get into Copa, you can 
get anywhere. That’s why the Temptations 
were so debonair and all those things, like 
nightgowns and suits. David Ruffin, did 
you see that tux he had on? It’s the middle 
of August, and he had a winter coat on. It’s 
being professional above anything else.

[Audiences had] never seen an inter-
sectional, interracial band that wore their 
street clothes before. Women playing real 
instruments, not just playing the tambou-
rine and singing background—this was 
something to behold. And to watch that 
audience for that 45 minutes, especially 
the old people, go from, “I don’t know, this 
looks heathen-ish,” to losing it, to watch [the 
band] single-handedly transform that audi-
ence to be on their side—that, to me, was 
the victory of the whole thing because ev-
eryone was there for Stevie Wonder. There’s 
an endearing thing about Stevie Wonder—
no matter what he’s doing, you’re always 
cheering for him inherently. Whereas  
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Sly and the Family Stone, it was like, “Uh-
uh, prove this to me.” And so, there’s a lot 
that I learned just based on the line-up, es-
pecially with the inclusion of Spanish Har-
lem, which people often forget—they speak 
of Harlem, they just think of 125th Street, 
Sylvia’s, what happens on the West Side. 
But there’s a whole other story on the East 
Side of Harlem that people often forget. Our 
Latinx brothers and sisters were also trying 
to identify and exist and express them-
selves, as well. So, I just love the openness 
of it all. When Sonny Sharrock took that 
solo and I watched that fourth camera, no-
body cringed. They were like, “Dig it. That’s 
something I’m not up on yet.” They were 
open to that. It’s crazy.

Politics. How did you manage to make a film 
that was so politically engaged but not di-
dactic? I never got bored, I never felt as if I 
was hearing the same story. Could you talk 
about the balance between the art and the 
politics? We know they’re all connected. 

When facing this two-hour cylinder 
that I had to frame the story in, one of my 
challenges was discussing with the produc-
ers, “How much should I rehash of what we 
already know versus what we haven’t seen 
yet? We haven’t seen these performances, 
but we already know what happened.” And 
it’s so weird that even in terms of stories 
that I already knew [there were new details]. 
Like, I didn’t specifically ask Jesse [Jackson] 
about April 4th, but of course, in talking 
about Ben Branch, he had to frame the sto-
ry in a proper way. And even in telling that 
story, for starters, we kept my voice out of 
it, which was important. I didn’t want to 
frame myself too much in the film. But he 
gave us a factoid that absolutely blew my 
mind: Five minutes before Martin Luther 
King was assassinated, he was having a 
pillow fight. I can’t even fathom. He’s like, 

“Yo, we were having the time of our lives, 
joking”: Jesse, Martin, Abernathy, Andrew 
Young. They were making fun of the fact 
that whenever they would get fed dinner, 
Martin required everyone to be dressed to 
the nines, to always have suits ready like 
they were going to some awards ceremony 
or something. And Jesse was like, “Can we 
just go casual? It’s a warm spring day. We 

got to wear a tie and a suit? It’s hot down 
here.” And somehow, that resulted into a 
brief game of the dozens and then to a full-
blown pillow fight. Then, the other carload 
of guys arrives, and one of them has Ben 
Branch. And of course, Martin comes out 
on the balcony, then history starts. 

I was mind-blown because I personal-
ly never heard that story. I started thinking, 

“Anyone born after me might not know this 
story, so I might have to reframe it because 
there’s other people not born in in the ’70s.” 
Like, my parents made me watch Eyes on 
the Prize and all these documentaries and 
whatnot. But yeah, I felt it was important 
to frame it. And then, what really solidi-
fied it was, we were 70 percent done right 
when the pandemic started. And that pe-
riod between March and June of 2020, so 
much happened and changed the film. 
And I was wondering, “Should I reframe it 
because the exact situations that are hap-
pening right now were happening 50 years 
ago? The reason why this concert had to be 
organized in the first place was the same 
exact circumstances that’s happening to us 
right now. Should I include modern footage 
and protests?” But we made the decision 
to trust our audience, that they could put 
two and two together without me having to 
spell anything out for them. It’s very obvi-
ous that nothing has changed in 50 years 
almost, and we’re back at square one. And 
people got that.

Yeah, and the inclusion of Jesse is just so 
powerful, to hear him tell that story and re-
connect it to King and his death. And then, 
there’s a way in which, when he’s watching 
Mavis Staples and Mahalia Jackson per-
form—and Mahalia Jackson, her illnesses 
were well reported in Jet, so people knew—
to watch his response. It was like he took us 
all the way back to Pilgrim Baptist Church in 
the 1930s in Chicago, and Thomas Dorsey 
and Mahalia Jackson.3 And to have that on 
tape, and to have it narrated and connected 
that way was really, really powerful. 
You have 15 jobs, so what’s next with the 
film?

Once this thing became a reality, 
probably the biggest lesson that I’ve learned 
was being comfortable and adjusting to my 
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pivot. There was no doubt that I was extremely ner-
vous about taking on the responsibility of something 
of this historical significance. In the beginning, I felt 
like I just got my permit and already I’m being asked 
to drive this 18-wheeler for the first time ever. Howev-
er, I would say that I have a weird way of manifesting, 
because I’m a guy that will go on iTunes or Apple TV 
or Netflix or Amazon, whatever my streaming ser-
vices are, and I’ll take 45 minutes, like, “There has 
to be some sort of music documentary I don’t know 
about. How come people won’t make movies for me?” 
Then I realized, I had to be the person that makes 
these movies for me. 

It’s so weird. As I was doing the Sly footage, 
knowing that Woodstock was right around the cor-
ner and that his most powerful, darkest statement 
was a year and a half away, which was There’s a Riot 
Goin’ On, in my mind I kept saying, “I really wish in 
the 50-year anniversary of it all somebody will come 
up with a documentary of Sly’s darkest record. Right 
after Woodstock, he could’ve had a victory lap, and 
instead, he threw it in the trash. Why did he do that?” 
And just randomly, Common calls and says that his 
production company, Freedom Road, has the rights 
to the Sly and the Family Stone documentary, and 
would I be interested in directing it? And then it was 
like, “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Wait, am I a director now?” 
And now that this film is done, I have to. Now I am, 
with an exclamation point. So, I’m directing the Sly 
and the Family Stone documentary. There are four 
other projects down the road that I’m not allowed to 
talk about yet, but let’s just say that now that this is 
done, people are kind of lining up around the block. 
So, yeah, I’m telling stories about my favorite music 
of all time in the next five years.

Well, thank you so much. And I hope that one day we’re 
all in a theater—for me, it would be preferably Black-
Star—and everybody is screaming and talking with 
Summer of Soul. BlackStar Film Festival is such an ex-
perience in person.

Trust me, I specifically have BlackStar in mind. 
That was my first thing, like, when it’s done, like, 

“Where do we show it? We’ve got to do it in BlackStar.” 
That’s what I had in mind—not Cannes, but BlackStar. 

3 Chicago was the birth-
place of gospel music, and 
both Mahalia Jackson and 
Mavis Staples had deep 
connections to the Windy 
City. A native of New Orle-
ans, Jackson moved to Chi-
cago in 1927 and eventu-
ally became a part of the 
gospel music scene. At the 
center of that scene were 
several institutions, most 
notably Pilgrim Baptist 
Church. Located at 3301 S. 
Indiana Avenue in Chica-
go, Pilgrim Baptist Church 
played a critical role in 
the growth and popularity 
of gospel music. This was 
largely due to its choir 
director, Thomas Dors-
ey, the “Father of Gospel 
Music.” Over the course of 
his storied career, Dorsey 
wrote such classic songs 
as “If You See My Savior,” 
“The Lord Will Make a Way 
Somehow,” “Peace in the 
Valley” and “Take My Hand, 
Precious Lord.” Jackson 
and Staples perform the 
latter song during the 
film. Gospel legend James 
Cleveland attended Pil-
grim as a child and honed 
his talents as a musician 
there. 

SUMMER OF SOUL 041
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The Music  
Inside

With her second feature, the Sundance 
Grand Prize-winning CODA, Siân Heder tells 
a funny, nuanced and very moving coming-
of-age story about a teenage daughter of 
deaf adults set within the fishing town of 
Gloucester. Interview by Erik Luers.

Ruby Rossi (Emilia Jones) belongs to a family whose busi-
ness is selling their ground-fishing catch off the coastal 
city of Gloucester, Massachusetts. Her father Frank (Troy 
Kotsur), mother Jackie (Marlee Matlin) and brother Leo 
(Daniel Durant) all rely on the 17-year-old high school stu-
dent to help negotiate the daily pricing of their catch so 
that the family isn’t taken advantage of by local cheap-
skate buyers. Ruby takes it upon herself to look after and 
stoically stand up for her family, and she does this, at least 
in part, because of her identity as a child of deaf adults 
(CODA).

As the only hearing member of this four-per-
son nuclear family, Ruby lives constantly in two different 
worlds—one in which she signs to communicate and relay 
the hearing world to her parents, one in which she’s a se-
nior at the local high school with a crush on Miles (Ferdia 
Walsh-Peelo), a nice young lad who just signed up for choir 
(so she will, too). That Ruby turns out to be an excellent 
singer is an unexpected surprise, even for her, and her 
choir teacher, Mr. V (Eugenio Derbez), encourages her to 
apply to the Berklee College of Music in Boston. But what 
if she gets accepted? Can she leave her family behind? 
How will that affect their already struggling business? Is 
Ruby destined for a life beyond the fishing community of 
Gloucester, and, if so, does her acknowledgment of that 
make her a bad daughter?

Siân Heder’s CODA is rife with questions of the 
importance of familial bonds and their often constricting 
nature. Even so, this is not a film in which easy answers 
are given. It’s also not a story that’s as dire as you might 
expect. Based on La famille Bélier, a 2014 French comedy 
by director Éric Lartigau, CODA is often lighthearted and 
genuinely funny, the humorous moments accentuated by 
the comic timing of Kotsur, Matlin and Durant, its three 
deaf cast members. It’s also a film that loves popular mu-
sic, and there are a few hit songs from decades past in up-
beat, foot-thumping, climatic moments. 

Premiering at the all-virtual 2021 Sundance 
Film Festival, Siân Heder’s film cleaned up at the festi-
val’s awards ceremony, winning the Audience Award, the 
Directing Award, Special Jury Award for Ensemble Cast 
and the U.S. Grand Jury Prize for Dramatic Competition. 
Soon after its world premiere, the film sold to Apple for a 
Sundance record–setting $25 million. The film will pre-
miere simultaneously in theaters and on Apple TV+ on 
August 13th. 

Speaking with me via Zoom while enjoying a 
summer stay in Gloucester, Heder discussed the origins 
of the project, learning ASL so that she could communi-
cate with her actors as best she could, and the unique sit-
uation a film like this presents when it comes to directing 
performances. 
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I remember applying to the Sundance 
Labs with the script for Tallulah, and it was 
ultimately rejected. My first short film was 
rejected by Sundance, too, and I was like, 

“I hate Sundance! They never take me! How 
does one break in there?!” [laughs] And 
then, after we made Tallulah, and it was se-
lected to screen at the festival, the movie 
sold [to Netflix, days before the premiere], 
and we had this incredible screening at 
the Eccles Theater. I then participated in 
Sundance’s FilmTwo Initiative, which was 
created to help filmmakers figure out what 
their second feature would be (the project I 
developed there, however, was not CODA). 
Sundance feels a bit like a family, where 
once they support a filmmaker and your 
work, they continue to support the sustain-
ability of your career.

Premiering CODA at this year’s Sun-
dance Film Festival was really wonderful, 
even if there was some fear involved. We 
finished the movie during the pandemic, 
and I was extremely worried that the movie 
wasn’t going to go anywhere, that it would 
sit on a dusty shelf and never be seen. I 
honestly wasn’t sure it would find a re-
lease. Once we were accepted, we still went 
in with muted expectations, due to the 
newness involved in a virtual festival set-
ting. We weren’t sure if anyone was going 
to watch the film from their home [during 
the festival] or, if they did, how they would 
watch it and “participate” in the screenings. 
It turned out to be an incredible experience, 
though.

You hadn’t seen the original French film 
that CODA was based on until you were ap-
proached to direct an English-language ver-
sion, is that correct?

That’s correct.
What were those initial conversations like? 
Were they looking to make something specif-
ically American? And not only American, but 
a very specific slice of American life?

The movie was originally at Lionsgate, 
and they owned the rights to produce a re-
make. Patrick Wachsberger was running Li-
onsgate at the time and Philippe Rousselet, 
who had produced the French version, had 
worked out the [American] rights for them. 
I went in and met with Lionsgate right after 

CODA is your second feature, and I believe 
your first, Tallulah, took eight years to get 
made. 

Nine years!
Nine! Well, that film’s journey to the screen 
was longer and quite different than the one 
CODA experienced. I know Sundance (both 
the Institute and Film Festival) has a rela-
tionship with both of your features, but per-
haps in different ways. What was the experi-
ence like getting Tallulah to Sundance, and 
how did that lead to you being approached 
for CODA?

Tallulah took a really long time. When 
you’re starting out as a filmmaker, the thing 
that’s hardest is that you’re essentially the 
liability of your own movie. For example, 
there was a lot of interest in the screenplay 
for Tallulah, but as a director, I was totally 
unproven, as I hadn’t made a feature before. 
It wasn’t going to be a super expensive mov-
ie to make, but it can’t be classified as cheap, 
either. The act of getting someone to hand 
you a couple of million dollars to go make 
your movie is not an easy task, especially 
when you don’t have a proven track record 
as a director. I remember getting offers for 
other directors to make the movie for me 
instead, and that’s when I realized that I 
would have to use my script as collateral if 
I were ever going to be allowed to direct. I 
felt like I was totally crazy, dragging around 
this dead movie year after year. There was 
always some interest, though, and it was 
always getting set up with different actors 
at different financiers, and that’s what kept 
me pushing along.

I think the great thing that happened 
was that, while I was trying to get that first 
feature off the ground, I built a career for 
myself in television, writing on Men of a Cer-
tain Age and then Orange Is the New Black for 
multiple seasons. That experience provided 
me with a kind of production bootcamp. I 
was producing episodes [that I had written] 
and was on set, shadowing other directors 
to observe how they worked. By the time I 
finally got to make Tallulah, I had acquired 
a lot of production experience for a first-
time filmmaker and was able to pull stuff 
off that maybe I wouldn’t have been able to 
had I made the film eight years prior.
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I was at Sundance with Tallulah and realized that they 
were looking for a filmmaker who had a very specific 
take on the material. They weren’t looking for a 1:1 re-
make of the French film, but rather for someone to 
come in with their own vision of what an American 
version could be.

I grew up in Cambridge, Massachusetts, visited 
Gloucester every summer and was made aware of the 
issues facing the fishing community. They faced a 
number of regulations that affected smaller, family 
fishermen in a much [bigger] way than they did giant 
corporations. The regulations were clearly decimat-
ing an entire way of life for working-class families 
in Gloucester, and, as a kid, I observed the eventual 
decrease from 700 boats out in the harbor to a mere 
six. I became interested in the reason for that decline, 
I suppose—the idea of a specific American work-
ing-class that’s disappearing, in a trade passed down 
from parent to child, generation to generation. When 
exactly does that stop? It stops when the kids stop 
working the boats and proceed to move out of town. 
That’s what made Gloucester a very interesting set-
ting to me for the film. As we’re Zooming this inter-
view, I’m back in Gloucester right now, and it remains 
a picturesque, small town that has its own sense of 
nostalgia, while being New England all the same. It’s 
gritty and working-class and houses an interesting 
mix of vibes.

When I went into my initial meeting with Lions-
gate, my idea was to present the family as a fishing 
family that’s based in Gloucester. I also thought it 
would be extremely interesting to examine how the 
Deaf community interacts with law enforcement. It’s 
a [big] issue in their community, and it unfortunately 
ends in disaster far too often. You can imagine a cop 
pulling over a deaf person—the cop doesn’t realize 
they’re deaf and just feels that they’re not obeying the 
officer’s instructions and commands. The deaf person 
might make a sudden reach for something (most like-
ly a card that indicates to the police officer that they 
are deaf), and as they make that reach.... Well, there 
are numerous ways that interaction could go tragical-
ly wrong. 

Once I identified my want to explore what would 
happen to a deaf father and son fishing on their boat 
for years and years without being bothered by anyone, 
who one day face an unexpected interaction with law 
enforcement that completely upends their livelihood, 
it felt like an interesting concept to explore further. I 
used my initial meeting with Lionsgate to pitch that 
basic narrative structure and, luckily, they were in-
terested in my take and hired me to write and direct 

the film. However, once Patrick Wachsberger de-
parted Lionsgate, he took the movie with him, so we 
had to make it independently with French financiers 
(Vendôme Group and Pathé). 

I was also interested in creating three-dimen-
sional deaf characters and, more importantly, cast-
ing authentically deaf actors. From there, we could 
all collaboratively explore “Deaf culture” as a very 
specific culture within the world of our film. There 
were endless opportunities (that may not have been 
fully realized in the French film) to get into who these 
characters are and build their journeys accordingly. 
That was very important to me, as was making sure 
we used true ASL [American Sign Language] in most 
scenes.

What happens in so many movies where deaf-
ness is portrayed is that the “hearing character” will 
speak out loud the entire time. If you go back and 
watch Children of a Lesser God, William Hurt’s char-
acter is speaking all the lines out loud. I did not want 
to do that! I wanted to provide the audience with the 
experience of what it’s like to really watch an ASL 
conversation taking place. I didn’t want to have Ruby 
vocally speaking through all of her dialogue scenes. 
I wanted to incorporate and blend in true ASL, and 
with that choice came the understanding that there 
was going to be a lot of silence in the movie. I needed 
producers who would be willing to take a risk, to fully 
believe that hearing audiences wouldn’t tune out or 
not relate to our characters if they couldn’t necessar-
ily hear them. To my relief, the opposite of our fears 
came true, as audiences seem to be very drawn to the 
film’s conversational ASL aspects.

Were those moments of Ruby partaking in SimCom [si-
multaneous communication], switching between sign-
ing and vocally verbalizing her speech, written into the 
script? Or was that something that Emilia brought into 
the fold, letting it flow in and out of her performance 
organically?

I worked with two ASL masters, Alexandria 
Wailes and Anne Tomasetti, who are both deaf wom-
en. Alexandria worked with me as I was developing 
the script, helping to translate certain scenes into 
ASL. One of the things we talked about was Ruby’s 
constant shifting between two worlds. She has one 
foot in the Deaf world and one foot in the hearing 
world, yet she’s simultaneously a part of both and a 
part of neither. Like any typical teenager, Ruby has 
asides and experiences moments where she’s annoyed 
with her parents and doesn’t want them sharing in a 
particular moment. There are times where she’s really 
frustrated, and a line might vocally come out of her 
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mouth unintentionally as she finds herself in more 
of her “hearing personality.” Alexandria and I played 
with scoping out those specific moments where Ruby 
might then speak with her parents, arriving at the 
conclusion that these would occur in moments of in-
tense anger and frustration, where emotions are run-
ning extremely high and Ruby’s disconnectedness 
from her parents forces her to speak out loud, primar-
ily in moments where she wants to identify herself as 
separate.

We played with that on set, with Emilia figuring 
out when she would find it appropriate to sign cer-
tain dialogue. There are some signs that you’d rath-
er speak out loud; then, there are other times where 
the ASL is much more powerful on its own. It was a 
creatively fluid process for the actors and ASL mas-
ters to map out moments where they should happen 
and where they shouldn’t. Some of them were written 
into the script, and some changed on set when Emilia 
would say, “You know what? I feel like this would be 
so much stronger if I could just sign in this moment.” 
That topic of conversation was taking place all the 
time on our set.

Emilia felt skilled and comfortable enough with ASL in 
her personal life to feel comfortable making that deci-
sion?

She became so, yeah. ASL has a totally different 
grammar and syntax and word order [than spoken 
English], where a question that might traditionally 
be posed at the end of a sentence is placed at the be-
ginning. For example, in English, you might verbalize, 

“Why are you going there?” But in ASL, you would sign, 
“You’re going there, why?” Speaking ASL out loud is 
just not intuitive with the language because then you 
actually aren’t speaking true ASL, you’re speaking in 
traditional English word order. A lot of Deaf culture—
and I mean, capital “D” Deaf culture—is about iden-
tity as well as reclaiming your language by removing 
much of English’s influence on ASL. Many signs be-
gin with a specific letter—“family” is two Fs that are 
signed in a circle—but there’s been a recent movement 
to remove some of the English letters that have been 
incorporated into signs.

The casting of Ruby’s parents and brother is extremely 
important to the film, especially as they are deaf ac-
tors themselves. I wanted to ask about their familiarity 
with one another prior to their working together on this 
project. I remember on the 2016 Tony Awards telecast, 
Marlee Matlin presented a musical number from the 
Deaf West production of Spring Awakening, a revival 
that featured Daniel Durant, who, of course, would go 
on to play Matlin’s son in your film. Had you seen other  

Deaf West theater productions? Of course, Matlin is 
such an iconic figure within this community and the 
greater film world as whole, but how did you go about 
casting the rest of the Rossi family? 

I became very excited by the level of talent with-
in the Deaf community. I remember our casting di-
rectors initially being like, “We’re going to go out with 
this call and see who’s out there.” Sadly, there aren’t 
too many deaf roles even being written for actors to 
play. You’re not often seeing deaf characters on televi-
sion or in movies. There was the ABC series, Switched 
at Birth, then the recent Sundance Now series, This 
Close, which actually originated with two deaf cre-
ators. Nonetheless, you don’t see too many roles for 
deaf cast members. There’s not a broad awareness of 
what the “deaf talent pool” is like, even though, if you 
looked, you’d find it to be very deep and artistically 
rich. There are a ton of actors to work with, and we 
had many choices for each of our three roles. 

Let me make something clear: Troy Kotsur was 
not right for the role of Frank because he was deaf, 
he was right for the role because he felt like a work-
ing-class Gloucester fisherman. From the moment he 
walked into the room with his wild scraggly hair and 
super funny, very dirty humor, he felt exactly right for 
the part. He’s got a vibe that feels like he’s been on a 
boat for his entire life and often gets caught smoking 
weed and making wisecracks. I was more excited by 
that potential than by merely conceding, “We found 
two deaf actors in that desired age range and now we 
have to select one.” It wasn’t like that. We had a very 
rich talent pool to choose from, and that goes for Dan-
iel’s character, Leo, as well. I saw so many different 
potential Leos, who brought so many specific acting 
choices to their [audition], but I just loved what Daniel 
brought to the character, a simmering anger under-
neath everything he does. 

I had seen Troy in two Deaf West productions. 
They’re an incredible theater company and their work 
is equally exciting for Deaf and hearing audiences. 
They’re finding a way to mesh the two together, and it 
presents a kind of heightened experience of language. 
They often produce productions of classic plays, so 
you might be watching Thornton Wilder’s Our Town, 
for example, and having a completely heightened ex-
perience of a play you know really well but are now 
seeing a role signed by a deaf actor as well as a hearing 
actor voicing the role simultaneously. [Troy] was in an 
Edward Albee play [At Home at the Zoo] and played a 
very buttoned-up, intellectual type of neurotic profes-
sor. I then saw him in Our Town and could really tell 
that he was a chameleon of an actor. When he walked 
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into our audition, he came in with his little fisher-
man’s cap and was completely Frank.

I was excited to find the right people for this fam-
ily, and the fact that they knew each other and had a 
relationship [beforehand] was extremely helpful. Troy 
had played Daniel’s father in another production, and 
Troy and Marlee had worked together as well and had 
formed a strong bond before they even began work on 
CODA.

The hardest thing for a director to create is true 
chemistry. When you get the sense that your actors 
are gelling and vibing together, that they have a fa-
miliarity and a shorthand with each other, that’s ev-
erything. As an actress, Emilia was the outsider of 
the group, and so Marlee and Troy and Daniel wel-
comed her with such open arms. They also were keen 
on providing generosity, in terms of getting Emilia up 
to speed on signing. She would go out to dinner with 
them and nobody would be speaking, and she would 
sign for them at the table, or Troy would tell her a 
bunch of dirty jokes and sign them to get her up to 
speed. They had to form that family bond offscreen 
before they could show it in front of the camera. 

What’s the experience like of directing for performance 
on set? That’s always a sensitive task for a filmmak-
er, not wanting to overstep their wants for an actor’s 
performance in a particular moment, and I imagine that 
becomes a specifically unique conundrum when you’re 
working with non-hearing actors. I read that your pro-
duction designer provided advice, like, “the furniture 
wouldn’t be in this direction—facing away from anoth-
er chair or couch—in a Deaf family’s home,” and other 
logistical notes like that. But what was that working 
relationship like with your actors when you’re needing 
to communicate very quickly in a fast-paced setting?  

I was essentially directing actors who spoke a 
different language from me, and we didn’t know going 
in how many interpreters we would need on set. I had 
visited the set of This Close (created by Shoshannah 
Stern and Josh Feldman and directed by my friend, 
Andrew Ahn), as they featured a number of deaf ac-
tors on the series, and I wanted to see how their pro-
cess went. I wanted to identify the elements you need 
to make a set truly accessible, having it function for 
both the deaf actors and for the hearing cast and crew. 
They had an ASL interpreter stationed by the monitor, 
running an audio track where they’re interpreting all 
of the ASL lines, so that the editor then has a track to 
work off of in post-production. I wouldn’t have real-
ized the need for something like that had I not visited 
the This Close set. 

There were a ton of small details and questions 

like that; e.g., how do you call “Action?” How do you 
call “Cut?” How are we making sure that when we’re 
out on the fishing boats, everyone is extremely safe 
and protected? If something goes wrong as we’re film-
ing a boat scene, do we have the hand signs, and does 
everyone have the correct sightlines so that when I 
call “Cut” everyone can see me call “Cut?” Adjust-
ments had to be made throughout. I began the shoot 
by thinking I was going to be directing through inter-
preters and that really scared me. When I’m direct-
ing hearing actors, I’ve found myself using a word to 
a hearing actor that means one thing to me but, as 
I watch them implement the note into their perfor-
mance, that obviously meant something different to 
them. That’s how things can go a bit sideways. 

“Directing language” is a very nuanced conver-
sation anyway, and you have to be careful with how 
you give notes to your actors so that they don’t take it 
in a way that’s further removed from what you want-
ed. I assumed directing through an interpreter would 
then be similar to a game of telephone, where there 
would be another person, a middleman, placed in the 
center of the conversation, choosing the words and 
notes I delivered and adjusting it for ASL. Something 
could get lost there. Halfway through the first day of 
the shoot, I said, “No, no, this just doesn’t work for 
me,” primarily due to my seeing that our actors were 
looking at the interpreter more than they were at me. 
All of the emotion and expressions apparent on my 
face were getting completely lost in translation and 
was preventing a direct connection.

I had been studying ASL throughout pre-pro-
duction, and although I wasn’t very good, I had the 
basics of the language down well enough. I then asked 
Daniel, Troy and Marlee, “Can I just direct you? Can 
I communicate directly with you? I will sign with you 
as best as I can and that will be our initial interaction. 
From there, we will have the interpreter [right over 
there] to jump in in case anything is unclear and if 
we need to talk in further detail.” They all responded, 

“Yes, please! We want that, too. The current set-up is 
too hard to involve another person in.” We ended up 
with three amazing interpreters on-set, all of whom 
are CODAs themselves and whom we totally relied on 
when needed. My actors and I eventually developed 
a shorthand where we knew what the signs were for 
various performance adjustments and other specifics 
involved in their craft. 

Emilia and I would even keep to signing on 
shooting days where the deaf actors had the day off. 
For the scenes of Ruby jumping off the quarry cliff 
and into the water, instead of shouting my directions 
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up at her, I signed them, and we were able to then 
have a more private conversation in front of the crew. 
This technique also applied to our scenes out at sea 
on the fishing boats, where I would be signing boat-
to-boat with my AD stationed in another boat several 
feet away. ASL turned out to be the best “set language” 
for us, and I think it could potentially be incorporated 
in every production moving forward. It eliminates the 
need for an overabundance of walkie talkies, and you 
don’t need to worry about in-camera sound, as you 
can sign during the middle of a shot, and [it] won’t be 
heard. A gaffer friend of mine recently revealed to me 
that grip departments have signs they use with one 
another on set. You might be in the middle of the shot 
and you sign, “I need C-stands over here.” They have 
signs in place for those types of requests so that they 
can communicate when they’re rolling in the middle 
of a shot. This is a very natural on-set language, and 
a number of sets would benefit from implementing it.

I remember filming a scene in the wheelhouse 
one day where Troy was steering the boat. I had want-
ed him to turn around at one point to the actor who 
was walking behind him, but we quickly realized that 
it would be hard to cue him because there could be 
no interpreter placed in his sightline—the boat space 
was so tight that the interpreter would have been in 
the shot. I decided to lay on the wheelhouse floor with 
a little monitor, holding onto Troy’s foot. I squeezed 
his foot every time I wanted him to react to something 
that was happening behind him. It was fairly hilarious 
to us, but it was really effective and worked well in the 
finished film. You have to problem-solve in creative 
ways.

That makes me think of the scene where the Coast 
Guard unexpectedly pulls up into frame, slamming up 
against Troy’s boat in a moment of confusion and pan-
ic. That uninterrupted shot, of the Coast Guard’s boat 
essentially commandeering Frank’s livelihood, is quite 
unnerving, and that’s partly due to how you filmed it.

That was a crazy scene to shoot.
You’re afraid for Frank and Leo, and your heart breaks 
for their momentary disconnect and confusion. It’s as if 
pirates have just jumped aboard and are ready to take 
over.

And as Daniel and Troy are actually deaf, the 
exact moment where our Coast Guard characters 
jumped aboard the boat was a surprise for them ev-
ery time. We would be rolling the shot, and Troy and 
Daniel are minding their business, tending to the fish, 
unaware of where we were in the screen time of the 
shot. They obviously know the Coast Guard boat is go-
ing to hit Frank’s fishing boat, etc., but they can’t hear 

it approaching (and don’t want their performances to 
indicate in any way), and their characters obvious-
ly cannot anticipate it. Once the Coast Guard’s boat 
slams up against the fishing boat, Troy and Daniel felt 
that vibration and that was the cue. Their reaction to 
that moment is completely authentic. 

When people talk about casting authentically, I 
can’t stress enough how much it brings as an added 
creative value. It allows actors to have a genuine ex-
perience of what that life is like, what it’s like to be 
deaf and to be in a tense situation like the one in the 
Coast Guard scene. The authenticity of their reaction 
is something you can capture on camera, and it tells a 
better story than you ever could on your own.

At the risk of sounding extremely obvious, sound—in 
all its forms—is incredibly important to a film like this. 
Emilia’s choir rehearsals and subsequent end-of-year 
class performance was sung on set, I believe, rather 
than pre-recorded and lip-synced. The choir recital 
also provides us with a moment inside the heads of Ru-
by’s family, unable to hear her performance but able to 
gauge her talent based on the facial reactions of oth-
er audience members. What was that balancing act 
like, of recognizing the rawness of vocal performance 
in-camera, while also stripping some aural information 
away to drive us further inside the Rossi family’s daily 
lives?

That was certainly an extended process to figure 
out, both on set and in the edit. I love the balancing 
of the silent ASL scenes, which truthfully aren’t very 
silent in the larger world of the film. I remember put-
ting a lav mic on Marlee Matlin on the first day, and 
she quickly removed it, asking, “Why do I need this? 
No one ever lavs me.” I responded, “But the sound and 
intimacy of ASL, where we’re capturing these smaller 
vocalizations that are coming out of your mouth, and 
the sound of hands hitting clothing and hands slap-
ping together is what we’re trying to record.” That’s 
an integral part of sound design, and in their own 
subtle way, they bring those scenes to life. A conver-
sation between deaf actors is not silent. They’re full of 
texture and intimate noises, and we wanted to really 
raise those up in our shoot. I remember my sound de-
signer going, “My gosh, I didn’t realize how full and 
loud this language really is, when you really listen to 
the bodies moving and the shuffling of their clothes.” 
We soon put the lav back on Marlee and told her, 

“You’re wearing this. We need you to for the good of 
the sound design.” 

The balancing of the choir music scenes with the 
ASL-specific scenes was also fun for us. We were able 
to work with a live choir of Berklee students, as we 

Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   48Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   48 6/28/21   8:19 PM6/28/21   8:19 PM
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Production Format
Digital

Camera
Sony VENICE 6K, 2:1, using 
signature prime lenses

Editing System
Baselight

Color Correction
2K at Mels Studios

were shooting in the nearby Boston area. 
The high school choir in the film are current Berklee 
students?

They are. They’re in a group called Pitch Slapped 
at Berklee, but of course, we cast them as Gloucester 
high school students! I remember telling my music 
team, Marius de Vries and Nick Baxter, that they were 
almost too good for the roles. We needed to cast and 
mix in a few kids that are legitimately bad singers 
who just happen to love choir. We then wanted the 
Berklee students to not sing at their full potential, as 
they were just too talented. 

Nick and Marius did the arrangements, and Nick 
worked with the choir on the Berklee campus. Once 
they came to set, we recorded everything live. What 
I loved about that was that for Emilia, everything is a 
bit sloppier, and you don’t get a fully, overly produced 
sound. You capture a sound that feels like you’re in 
the room with the voices themselves. You detect little 
mistakes or when someone goes off-key for a second, 
and that too is an authentic sound for a school choir.

As a character, Ruby is someone who’s discov-
ering her own voice. She’s an untrained singer, and 
she’s having vocal breakthroughs in real time. As an 
actress, Emilia was having those breakthroughs as 
well, as she also was never trained as a singer. There 
were moments on set where she would have a take 
where her voice would break through in some way that 
it had never broken through before. And then you see 
her expression, that realization of, “Oh yeah, that just 
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happened,” and our camera caught that 
live, and you see it on screen. Each of these 
choices, while perhaps making shooting a 
bit more difficult, add an authenticity that 
you otherwise can’t capture.

And Ruby is singing some very popular songs 
in the film, Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell’s 

“You’re All I Need to Get By” and Joni Mitch-
ell’s “Both Sides, Now” chief among them. As 
you were writing the film and making these 
songs incredibly integral to crucial scenes, 
was there ever a hesitancy or a fear of not 
being able to afford the rights the longer the 
life of your film extended? Festival licensing 
fees are one thing, but beyond that, music 
rights grow increasingly more expensive.

Yes, and music is, for any filmmaker, 
one of the harder things to wrap your head 
around. If you’re someone who loves music, 
you write a ton of songs into your script. I 
actually had a Stevie Wonder song [in an 
earlier draft] and ended up writing a letter 
to Stevie Wonder that began, “Dear Mr. 
Wonder, can I please use your song in our 
movie?” [laughs]

When The Shaggs are cited, I felt, “OK, now 
their catalogue is probably somewhat more 
affordable.”

Oh yeah, everyone should just throw 
some Shaggs songs into their movie. That 
is relatively affordable! Navigating music 
rights is always a challenge. Anyone who 
has ever worked as music supervisor on 
a film knows that part of the job involves 
breaking a filmmaker’s heart a little bit, 
telling them “I’m so sorry, but that song 
you wanted costs $100,000, and you’re just 
not going to get it.” That being said, Alex 
Patsavas, my music supervisor on the film, 
was wonderful and was really crafty and 
had a ton of connections with some of the 
music houses. She ended up making a deal 
with Sony on a package for us.

The “You’re All I Need to Get By” duet 
is heard five times in the movie, and I wrote 
that song directly into the script. It’s incred-
ibly hard to find a duet that isn’t completely 
cheesy and cringey, but that is incredibly 
emotional and lyrically relevant to the sto-

ry of our film. It needs to play in so many 
different ways, whether that’s as a romantic 
duet between Ruby and Miles or as a song 
of connection between Ruby and her father 
late in the film. So, with the song written 
into the script, I remember Alex making a 
package deal with Sony and sending me a 
list of songs that were available to us at the 
price and budget we had. I quickly scanned 
through the list and “You’re All I Need to 
Get By” was on there! I screamed out loud 
when I saw that.

I originally wrote Ruby’s Berklee audi-
tion song to be “Landslide” by Fleetwood 
Mac, but to be honest, after I heard about 
a hundred girls audition for the role with 
that song, I never wanted to hear it again! 
The audition process alone may have killed 
the song for me, as we saw so many girls 
throughout the casting process, over and 
over again singing “Landslide.” 

Although I love Joni Mitchell, it was ac-
tually Alex’s idea to use “Both Sides, Now.” 
She mentioned to me that Joni Mitchell had 
talked about that song as kind of marking 
the end of her childhood, that it represent-
ed a childhood fantasy butting up against 
an adult reality. That’s what our movie is 
about, too. It’s a film about perspective, be-
ing in both the hearing world and the deaf 
world, being in both her own perspective 
and her parents’ perspective. Ruby is a 
constant go-between, a daughter who has 
to be aware of both sides, and so lyrically, 
the song was a perfect match. Emilia was a 
bit intimidated to perform it though, like, 

“Really? It’s Joni Mitchell. You want me to 
sing Joni Mitchell at the end of the movie?!” 
However, Emilia did such an amazing job 
in the end, and Alexandria created specific 
ASL signs for Emilia to use as she performs 
the song. 

The “music life” of this film was a total 
journey, searching for popular songs that fit 
well within the narrative of the story while 
also complementing Emilia’s voice and the 
voice of the larger choir. I owe a lot to my 
music supervisor, who pulled off a real mir-
acle for the price we had to work with. 
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PREGNANT  
PAUSES
Reuniting with his core cast and crew collaborators, 
New York-based director Matías Piñeiro’s seventh 
Shakespeare-related film, Isabella, takes its darker  
tone from Measure for Measure while integrating  
experimental visuals. Vadim Rizov talks to Piñeiro  
about his staggered shoot, unique editing method  
and finding freedom in limitations.

Matías Piñeiro’s sixth feature and seventh Shakespeare-re-
lated film, Isabella, begins with purely abstract images 
whose use here is new in his work: four different shades 
on the blue spectrum, alternately lighter and darker in 
smaller and smaller concentric rectangles. The smallest, 
central rectangle fades to purple before three different 
shades of that color pulsate outward to the largest rectan-
gle. The rectangles then dissolve into one unified purple 
that fills the rectangular frame containing the film itself, 
which starts gently pulsating in different shades under si-
lent opening titles. 

These abstract color studies (whose resemblance 
to the work of James Turrell was noted by Jessica Dunn 
Rovinelli in her Brooklyn Rail interview with Piñeiro) recur 
throughout Isabella, cooling pause points that eventually 
reveal themselves as parts of a large-scale theater set be-
ing built for a new production of Measure for Measure. In 
Piñeiro’s features, Shakespeare is often a starting point for 
largely separate narratives, but scenes of actors rehears-
ing from the text in question are frequent. Here, that first 
happens during a hike as two actresses, Mariel (María 
Villar) and her brother’s lover Luciana (Agustina Muñoz), 
rehearse a scene in which the titular Isabella pleads for 
her brother Claudio’s life before the remorseless Duke 
Vincentio, who demands her virginity in return. “It’s not 
a light comedy, it’s a problem play,” Piñeiro told Rovinelli. 

“I think that has to do with becoming older. I didn’t shoot 
for four years. Those four years resonated very strongly, 
personally speaking, with my issues with immigration and 
issues that heated my personal life, but also living in the 
land of Trump and the right-wing in Argentina. These top-
ics are not in the movie, but there’s an awareness.”

Struggling with her career, Mariel has come 
to visit to ask her brother, once again, for a loan. First, 
though, she marches to a nearby pool on multiple days, 
trying to fake a serendipitous meeting with Luciana, who 
she’s never actually met and who, unbeknownst to her, is 
auditioning for the same part. While the film zooms back-
ward and forward in time, its path toward the moment of 
production is the through line. Just past the halfway point, 
considerably rougher footage from a Portuguese film shoot 
where Luciana is acting establishes, via Mariel’s voiceover, 
that she ultimately lost the part to her. Having thus re-
vealed the end of its narrative timeline, the film makes 
its way back to the chronological middle. Mariel grows 
visibly pregnant, a condition that appears and disappears 
throughout these timelines. 
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For all its narrative fractures and chronological 
contortions, Isabella is hard to get too lost in, with the pat-
ented rhythmic snap and go-to camera movements Piñeiro 
has refined over his films setting a brisk, invigorating tone 
that’s also welcomingly charged by his affection for his reg-
ular collaborators. Frames are often charged and camera 
movements determined by the actors journeying in and 
out of them, with close attention paid to foreground–back-
ground relationships and very minute focus adjustments. 
The first live-action shot proper, for example, begins as a 
study of a pier leading out onto purple-tinted water, with 
a man eventually entering foreground frame right and 

strolling to the pier’s end. (This borderline Lynchian pur-
ple body of water resurfaces in the final shot before an end 
credits sequence that continues the color experimenta-
tion.) Next, Mariel enters from frame right, in blurry fore-
ground, and eventually re-emerges far down in the frame, 
herself crossing to the end of the pier—the time it takes 
her to make her way down partly determines the shot’s 
duration. Mariel’s oft-dispirited shuffle contrasts with Lu-
ciana’s sprightly, confident stride down Córdoba’s streets 
on her way to her own audition, introduced each time with 
a sharp whip-pan that starts with a piece of red wall on the 
left that matches her top. 

An inveterate repertory cinemagoer and artisti-
cally omnivorous director, Piñeiro gains resonances and 
poignance across his collected body of work from recur-
ring collaborations with a group of visibly aging perform-
ers. All four lead performers here (alongside Villar and 
Muñoz, the cast includes Pablo Sigal and Gabriela Saidon) 
have appeared in at least one of his previous films: Vil-
lar and DP Fernando Lockett have worked with him since 
his very first feature, 2007’s The Stolen Man, while Muñoz 
joined his core ensemble with 2011’s medium-length Rosa-
linda. “Time has given us a few blows,” Piñeiro told Rovi-
nelli. “We also share life, and we’re here for each other, we 
learn from each other.” Isabella is out August 27th from 
Cinema Guild.

HOW THEY DID IT

Production Format
HD CAM

Camera
ARRI Red Dragon

Film/Tape Stock
n/a

Editing System
Adobe Premiere

Color Correction
Assimilate Scratch
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I was told you had this Joseph Cornell-ish box in your living room 
that you used to work out some of the lighting and color for the 
stage.

This model was where I was trying visual effects, this mix 
between color as pigment and color as light. The box was some 
foam that I cut and created [for] this model. The box had differ-
ent colors that I could work with a remote control. From that 
came the idea of the theater that is part of one of the plotlines. 
The model appears in the beginning of this film.

When you were building it in the theater, were you using the same 
kind of lighting principles? Does everything translate when you 
make it bigger? 

It required more precision because in my modeling, I didn’t 
need precision. The technology was a little bit different, not just 
bulbs that I put there, and the surfaces were different. When 
you make a real-scale thing, other issues [emerge], but the pro-
duction designer, Ana Cambre, is very good, and she has a lot of 
knowledge around color.

What were some problems you encountered that you didn’t ex-
pect?

That is maybe a more interesting question for the produc-
tion designer because I didn’t actually do it myself, you know? 
But all that preparation didn’t allow me to explore as I would 
have liked to. For instance, the possibility of making mixed 
light—there were different technologies, also the way of manip-
ulating the light and dimming and change of colors was differ-
ent than what I was used to. It was a whole technology that we 
needed to learn very quickly. Also, the director of photography, 
Fernando Lockett, had a lot to do with it, because he was the 
one also in charge of the lighting. It was a nice cooperation be-
tween production design, cinematography and [me] as a director. 
It didn’t work if the holes were not as they should have been, 
or the distance between the panels didn’t make the light work. 
And if the light didn’t work, it didn’t work for the actors and my 
idea of staging. So, it was a truly collaborative moment that I 
wish we had been able to explore more.

When you create this sort of machine, that requires a lot 
of people and more money. Once it is established and working 
properly, it’s more about the process of making it than the pro-
cess of experimenting with it. I did everything that I wanted but 
would have liked to have more time to experiment with the real 
machinery. This has to do also with the limited resources that 
we have—I guess it’s always a little like that.

So, let’s talk about resources. This is part of what you’ve been 
working on for the last decade, the trade-off of less money for 
more freedom. In this case, you had the freedom to stagger the 
shoot over different months. How quickly were you able to set up 
those shoots? Did you know how far apart you wanted them to be 
from the beginning? 

I live in New York but shot this movie in Buenos Aires. I 
knew that I wanted to shoot in Buenos Aires because I shot the 
previous film, Hermia & Helena, in New York. So, I wanted to 
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produce this change. We didn’t have much money—so, if you 
don’t have money, you have time. I knew that I was going to 
need time in order to find more money. But I didn’t want to stop 
production, then go [back] into production once the money was 
found. I just wanted to keep myself in a state of shooting. So, 
shooting was organized when I was free. I work in New York, so 
at the moment of the holidays, I would fly to Buenos Aires and 
make the film.

The film was shot over two years [2018 and 2019], in two 
Januarys and two Augusts, and started in a very quick and kind 
of irreverent way: OK, it’s the summer, we want to shoot. We 
don’t have much money, but we can do a little something with 
this money—we can go one week to Córdoba, then see what hap-
pens. Of course, it’s not that I just came up with things there, I 
have ideas. But I need to know that there is a possibility for me 
to think. So, for instance, I know that I can shoot something 
in November this year. Once I get that confirmed in a couple 
of weeks, I can start thinking who, where, how and so on. The 
same happened here: I knew that when I came back to Buenos 
Aires in July/August, I was going to be able to shoot more. But 
it was by watching what I did in January that I could think of 
what I was going to shoot next. This is thanks to a very collab-
orative and positive group of people I work with, a film family 
bond of trust and excitement and working together. And also, 
with a city that always supports me and helps with providing the 
equipment, which is the place where I used to work and where 
I taught and also graduated from [Universidad del Cine]. And 
in between those stages, I was editing and rewriting, finding a 
little bit more money. During post-production, I was a tutor and 
guest artist at Le Fresnoy, the film school in France where [Edu-
ardo] “Teddy” Williams and Mati Diop and many other people 
went. They helped with money in order to finish the film. When 
I started making the film, I didn’t know that that was going to 
happen, you know? The process is the mise-en-scène, in a way.

It occurred to me while I was rewatching the film that there’s a lot 
of wide landscape shots with the possibility for you to do a lot of 
ADR and change everything if you wanted to. I don’t know if you 
availed yourself of that?

Yeah, but I didn’t do anything too off course. Sometimes, 
it’s nice to take out also, you know? I tried to make Isabella a film 
that would be less talkative, to make the characters shut up a 
little bit. Not fully achieved, but…

The opening shot does a lot of the things that you like to do. How 
did you go about figuring [out] María’s relationship to the length 
of the shot?

I knew that I was going to shoot in August. What element 
of change in nature could I make a shot with? In winter, the 
sun comes out quicker, so the effect could be seen more easily. 
That purple color is something that only happens for a couple 
of minutes—I actually remember now that the moment we were 
able to shoot was between 6:33 to 6:38 [p.m.]. I could do two or 
three takes. So, that also gave me the idea of shooting it from 
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a distance, so in the shot you would have a 
little bit of action. Because after all, I’m not 
such an observational filmmaker. I’m not 
like [James] Benning, who would not have 
any problem waiting for the light to hap-
pen. I prefer to plot things a little bit more. 
I did that distance so that the shot could be 
longer, so that the moment of that purple 
could be captured. Then, of course, in col-
or grading we could exaggerate color. But I 
needed to have something, you know? You 
cannot fully paint the image. It’s very in-
teresting to see the different takes and see 
which is the good one, the one that could 
capture that color. The shooting schedule 
organized by nature was something I was 
also interested in.

Let’s talk about a few of the locations. When 
María goes to the pool, there’s a girl who’s 
kicking a soccer ball, and its distance from 
her changes slightly on every iteration.

Yes, but that’s chance because we did 
the shot many times. María was actually 
coming in and back and forth for minutes 
without cutting. We made her do the com-
ing back and forth many, many times—she 
really walked a lot, and she needed to do 
this very strange thing of stopping in the 
middle and going back. She wasn’t there to 
go to the pool. She had another motive, and 
she’s a little bit clumsy in doing so. What I 
like is how she doesn’t interact at all with 
the people there, as if her mind is some-
where else. She’s doing something weird, 
something that might produce fiction. It’s 
not that she just goes to the swimming pool 
and finds someone by chance. No, she’s 
trying to create chance by her own means, 
which is not chance.

That is just people there having their 
nice time in the swimming pool in the 
summer in Córdoba. It was a very nonin-
trusive shoot—the camera, the sound and 
a few more, trying not to bother the people 
enjoying their time there. But it’s nice to 
insert this element of fiction in this world. 

The other big, repeated walking shot is with 
Agustina. You start on the red wall, and it’s a 
very quick pan to the right, so you’re chang-
ing the background distance very fast as the 
rest of the street appears. And she’s walking 
very purposefully. It looks hot. Did she just 

keep walking around the block over and over 
again?

No, that was the opposite, in a way, a 
very simple shot. She just needed to walk 
through the same street [from different 
starting points]. We shot one, then walked 
two blocks and shot the next one. I wanted 
to record this avenue in Buenos Aires where 
people go to fix their cars—a very masculine, 
very heavy avenue. I like this idea of having 
this young woman walking through there 
with a lot of decision and strength because, 
in a way, she’s walking toward her destiny. 

I enjoyed her very specific, very sure way of 
walking and navigating part of the city that 
could actually be a little bit aggressive to 
her as a young woman, actually. My objec-
tive there was that once you see the cutoff 
wall [with each repetition], you would think, 

“Ah, Agustina will appear!” It’s a memory 
thing. This film was going to be going in dif-
ferent directions with multiple [timelines] 
and multiple shifts and so on. I needed to 
be very, very clear to say, “Now we’re back 
here.” Imagine if I shoot it in a different 
way: first the wall, then her shoes, then [a 
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wide shot]. You lose the rigor; you lose the 
grammar.

The red wall, did you match her shirt to that? 
No, no, I’m not so anal in that aspect 

of things. I was looking for colored walls, 
but I was not painting anyone’s wall. This is 
a very, very low-budget film, and I like what 
that gives me. 

When they finally get to the theater, what is 
that theater? Do you have a personal rela-
tionship to it? 

Not at all. I have no relationship with 
it, but I have a story. I knew that I was go-

one this [low rate] so that you can pay for 
the big fancy place because your idea is that 
it has to be that? I’d rather change. So, we 
gave ourselves a little more time and looked 
for other places that we could afford. Then, 
I went to this place [we ended up shooting 
in], and it was not in use. It was kind of 
shabby, but with framing, you can make it 
work—not to look like an Italian super-bour-
geois place, but that’s actually much better 
because it would give a weird feeling of suc-
cess to the movie if all of a sudden I shot 
in that place. This class element appears; 
it would have been a big, big mistake, this 
idea of success—“Ah, now you have access 
to the bourgeois, official theater.” It was ter-
ribly cold inside of that theater, colder in-
side than outside. We shot in August, and 
that’s heavy winter in Argentina.

You shot on the Dragon this time. Before, you 
were using the F3. What was the logic behind 
that decision, and what did it take for you to 
adjust? 

I’m a little stubborn, so once I was 
working with the F3 and was into it, I made 
three movies with it. But then, the F3 was 
not available from my university that gives 
us the equipment—they have new cameras 
now. So, instead of making that a problem, 
let’s find solutions. I asked my DP, Fernan-
do Lockett, and Fernando told me, “No, 
this one is better.”

Again, everything comes from limita-
tions, but we’re trying to make the limita-
tions work for us, instead of crying, because 
I’m sure that people [who] have millions of 
dollars to make films still complain. So, I 
don’t want to be in that feeling of dissatis-
faction constantly because we’re meant to 
feel it anyhow. I didn’t have enough mon-
ey. OK, let’s shoot this during a couple of 
years. We have time. No one is pushing us. 
I don’t have a deal to shoot three movies 
in two years. No one is truly asking for the 
movie. I need time because I don’t have all 
the money at first, so I tried to make a good 
use of it. Then, there’s things that I could 
not even control, like the main character 
that is going to audition for the position for 
the role of a nun becoming pregnant. That’s 
not something that I control because I don’t 
control the fertility of my actors. The film 

ing to shoot the last part of the film in a 
theater—a film that talks so much about 
theater needed to have a theater. At first, 
I wanted another theater that was much 
nicer, beautiful, old-fashioned, everything 
very Italian. But that place was very expen-
sive, and even though we could afford it, 
we realized that we were going to pay the 
theater more than we paid the actors and 
crew. So, for the three days that we needed 
to work there, all of a sudden, in proportion, 
numbers would be unbalanced, and it was 
not fair to do so. How good is it to pay some-
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HOW THEY DID IT

Production Format
XXXXX

Camera
XXXXX

Film/Tape Stock
XXXXX

Editing System
XXXXX

Color Correction
XXXXX
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looks good. It looks the way that I want it to 
look. It sounds the way that I wanted it to 
sound. We’re making the film that we want. 
And if we want to change something, as we 
usually want, we’ll make another one.

So, this photo that you sent me of the board 
with all the cards. How many cards did you 
print?

That’s my Premiere, my manual Fi-
nal Cut. This is the way I edited the movie. 
There’s not that many shots—it’s not a film 
that is shot with three cameras in the same 
scene, you know? So, there was a moment 
that I was a little bit alone because I was 
not in Argentina with my editor [Sebastián 
Schjaer]. I don’t know how I first had the 
idea to do this, but I thought about having 
each shot as a card. And when there were 
camera movements, I would print the be-
ginning and end of the shot. As I didn’t have 
a full script, I didn’t know what would come 
first and what would come second. But I did 
know I could think if this shot comes after 
or before this one. So, I started creating 
areas, like little pools, and when they be-
came bigger they would start merging and 
become whole sequences. I [ultimately had] 
three areas—it’s like three acts, no? 

I could have done that in the com-
puter, but in the computer it’s too small to 
see the full picture, so I needed something 
physical. Also, to think about focus. How 
do you focus? I have problems with trying 
to get focused. So, all of this activity of put-
ting the papelitos, the little papers, on the 
floor, taking a step back, looking at them 
like, “This first, these two together. I need 
something in the middle”—it was a clear 
vision, you know? I could have the big pic-
ture on my floor. When I was traveling to 
France, this was good because I could take 
these little papers, put them on the floor of 
my room, keep on working, then take pic-
tures and send them to my editor. Also, I 
could see what things were missing: You 
know, there are all these brother things 
happening, so I think that I need another 
scene with a brother. It was one of my fa-
vorite things. I was obsessed with the little 
papers. I was carrying the little papers with 
me. And that was also my way of commu-
nicating with the sound person, with the 

cinematographer and with the actors what 
we were doing because again, there’s no full 
script.

It was interesting also to see how the 
color progressed. When I was color grading, 
I was putting on paper like the last frame 
of one shot and the first frame of the next 
shot, so that I could see how the change in 
color and brightness and opacity would be. 
There’[re] some shots in Isabella, especial-
ly at the end, that if you see them separat-
ed are very purple. They’re not [actually] 
that purple. But as they come from a green 
scene, a yellowish scene before, it’s more 
purple when you actually see the film. 

I want to ask also about the end credits, and 
specifically their length. I remember years 
ago seeing Kelly Reichardt explain at a press 
conference that the reason the end credits in 
Wendy and Lucy take so long to crawl is be-
cause she had to get over 70 minutes to make 
her own life easier for festival programming 
purposes. Your films tend to be short with 
relatively long credits. In this one, you have 
the nice pulsing color in the background, but 
you also choose the classical “one title card 
at a time.” I don’t know if you’re trying to pad 
it out a little bit, but can you talk about your 
relationship to end credits?

For me, it’s the moment where you say 
thank you. And not only in the thank you 
part, but to say these are the names of the 
people that [worked on this]— there were 
not that many, so I want people to read 
their names, you know? It’s the moment 
to say who was behind stuff. And as we are 
not that many, I can leave them. I can take 
some time. That’s why I also like to put my 
name between them [at the bottom of one 
of the title cards] because I think that di-
rectors, we take a lot of the responsibility 
and congratulations. But, for instance, I 
never use “a movie by,” “a film by.” I don’t 
like it because it’s not only by me. And even 
though I can be very stubborn in the way 
that I have an idea of how I want things 
to be, I need this collaboration. It’s all in 
the collaboration that the film gets better. 
I will get the recognition no matter what, 
you know? It’s me now doing the interview. 
But for the question around the premise of 
constructing the thing, Ana would have 
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responded better, no? Of course, I can say 
things, and I like saying things as we are 
now talking, but I also feel that it’s import-
ant to understand that it’s not a self-made 
thing.

I’m not so scared about the length be-
cause I have already made, like, a 40-min-
ute long film. I have made a 62-minute film. 
Of course, it’s better to be more than 60. Is-
abella is a film that doesn’t have that many 
storylines. If you would have had another 
one, it would have needed more time to 
have that develop.

In rewatching Isabella and then watching 
They All Lie [Piñeiro’s second feature, from 
2009], what was made clear to me by the lat-
ter is that there were shots I just can’t imag-
ine you doing anymore. But there do seem to 
be certain things that work really well for you. 
Often, they’re ideas about how people move 
in and out of frames and how that deter-
mines your camera movement. Do you feel 
like you have just some things that you know 
will reliably work for you or that you are just 
averse to at this point?

Yes. This comes from something that 
a filmmaker friend of mine told me—Hugo 
Santiago, a very important Argentine film-
maker [who] lived in Paris. We became 
friends because I sent him a DVD of They 
All Lie, and he watched it. We were talking, 
and I was already working on Rosalinda, the 
first of the Shakespeare films. He told me 
about this concept of the shot that you do 
so that your mother would be proud, and 
the day of the screening, you do like this 
[mimics nudging someone in the ribs] and 
say, “Have you seen what I did?” He said, 

“Well, you did that already. There’s no need 
to do it again. What are you going to do 
next?” So, that idea of, “OK, I already did 
that. What other thing will I do? I never 
thought about shooting in New York, but 
all of a sudden after making so many mov-
ies in Buenos Aires, then being in New York, 

why don’t we change something?”
This thing of changing was something 

that I learned from listening to Hugo. Cer-
tain things that I enjoyed doing, I didn’t 
need to do them anymore, you know? Espe-
cially tracking, the dolly. I’m not using the 
dolly anymore, which is a big thing. It’s an 
annoying thing. It makes sound. I don’t like 
it. Maybe at one point I will come back to 
it, but I’m very happy with this very simple 
tripod and just moving on one axis. There’s 
something about this moving in space that 
seems a little petulant. I like how it is in 
They All Lie, but I did it already, and that’s 
enough.

I think I’m obligated to ask if you have a next 
project.

I’m premiering a new film in 
Quinzaine [Cannes Directors’ Fortnight] 
July 13th. You know that little short film that 
appears? Well, that’s real. We were really 
shooting a short film in Portugal, Sycorax.

Oh, yeah, the film you co-directed with Lois 
Patiño.

Exactly, yeah. Out of the frame in the 
shots in Isabella was Lois Patiño. So, I was 
directing two movies at the same time—
maybe not directing one, at least half di-
recting [two]. It’s going to premiere July 
13th in Quinzaine, Cannes, and I hope that 
it’s shown other places. We don’t know yet 
because it’s still brand new. And I’m now 
here in Portugal writing a film that is a 
quite faithful adaptation of a Henry James 
novella, The Lesson of the Master. I also have 
a project to shoot in November, a short film 
around Sappho, the Greek poet and musi-
cian. So, I’m in a moment of multiple things, 
but I’m quite happy with that. They’re go-
ing to show my first movie at MoMA the 
same week Isabella opens in New York. So, 
I’m trying to have María Villar, the actress 
of both movies almost 15 years apart, come 
to the screening, so that we can be together 
celebrating that.
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In Lydia Lunch: The War Is Never Over, her second 
documentary about a female artist, Beth B  
delivers a near-definitive portrait of the musician,  
spoken-word artist and No Wave pioneer.  
Tracing the roots of her principled opposition  
to patriarchal power structures, B also presents 
other sides of the complex artist, including  
her dedication to “rebellious pleasure.” Michelle 
Handelman interviews B and Lunch.
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Beth B’s films take you deep into the darkness 
of the human psyche. With a body of work that 
includes shorts, features, video installations 
and episodic television, she creates from a place 
of pure opposition and resistance, standing up 
against oppressive systems of control and call-
ing them out with the knowledge that discom-
fort and provocation are what creates dialogue 
and generates positive change. B’s films are not 
easy.

B’s new documentary film, Lydia 
Lunch: The War Is Never Over, may be her most 
compelling and powerful film yet, as it looks at 
musician, writer and provocateur Lydia Lunch’s 
45-year career within the context of Lunch’s own 
personal trauma, the No Wave music scene and 
the ongoing struggle of surviving as a female 
artist in a patriarchy designed to keep women 
from speaking their truth. It’s an example of 
how, by focusing her lens on one powerful wom-
an, B is able to tell a myriad of stories about 
counterculture agency, New York’s cultural 
history and artists’ challenges while moving 
through personal trauma. The documentary 
includes some of the most revealing interviews 
I’ve seen with Lunch, and interviews with an 
array of musicians and artists from the scene, 
including musician Thurston Moore, photogra-
pher and filmmaker Richard Kern and musician 
and performer Kembra Pfahler, talking about 
something we rarely hear when we think of the 
powerhouse that is Lydia Lunch: her capacity for 
love and compassion. 

Let’s talk about the opening scene of the 
film. Lydia tells this incredible story about 
her experience as a young teenager in Roch-
ester, N.Y., waiting for a bus, and this man in 
a car keeps circling her. He eventually tells 
her that the bus is never going to come, so 
she gets into the car with him. He takes her 
to the woods, forces her out of the car, then 
puts a shotgun to her head and tells her to 
lick the wheels of his car. He says, “It’s not 
about sex.” And here she says, “And it was 
then that I realized that no, it’s not about 
sex, it’s about power. And at that point, I had 
the power.” It’s such a bold and provocative 
opening. Why did you choose to start the film 
with that story? 

I felt that it was critical to let the audi-
ence know right at the beginning that this 
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HOW THEY DID IT

Production Format
Super 35 digital,UHD 4K, ARRI 
Log-C, Pro Res 4444
and 4K DVcam

Camera
ARRI Amira with Zeiss Ultra 
prime lense and Panasonic 
HC-HXF991

Editing System
Adobe Premiere Pro

Color Correction
Finishing resolution: 4K 
Finishing platform: DaVinci 
Resolve at Technicolor 
PostWorks

is not going to be a music documentary. This is a tough film 
that deals with some hardcore issues regarding women and their 
position in a patriarchal society, about the cycle of violence that 
is a theme I have explored in many of my films. Lydia’s story is 
so complex, so fraught with disturbance and rage, yet full of joy 
and love—emotions that are conflicting. I feel Lydia is driven by 
a lot of her childhood experiences, those years when you figure 
out what your power is and how you want to shape that. I wanted 
to start the film with something that would prepare the audi-
ence to go on a journey that wasn’t going to just be a fun music 
video ride, that we were going to dig deeper. The beginning of 
a film is in some ways the most crucial, as it’s where you speak 
to the audience and give them a signal about where the journey 
might lead.

These themes of power and control permeate all of your works.
Yes, I was just rewatching my film, Call Her Applebroog, and 

there’s an archival clip that I show at the very beginning where 
Ida [Applebroog, artist and B’s mother] talks about learning 
from her parents at an early age that life revolves around access 
and power. I realized both these films have a preface that comes 
directly from the lips of women who, though decades apart in 
age, fully understand that the dilemma of being a woman has 
everything to do with power and control. And that even though 
it’s been hundreds of years of struggle for women, we are still 
confronted with the same fucking inequalities. 

It is interesting you bring up Call Her Applebroog because both of 
these latest films are about people you’ve been close to for a real-
ly long time—first, your mother and now, Lydia, whom you’ve had 
a close friendship and working relationship with since the late 
1970s, going back to films like Black Box. How do you separate 
yourself as director, daughter and friend? Does it make it easier 
for you to push your subjects to go deeper, or does it make it more 
difficult because you know people’s triggers, and you might want 
to hold back a little bit?

That’s a really good question because with both Lydia and 
Ida, I was an insider within their stories. There were elements 
of their stories that I felt were critical to tell, and those are the 
things that are most difficult to excavate when you know some-
one intimately. I felt like Lydia’s film was the hardest because—
of course—I wanted her to like it. I mean, how can I not want to 
please the person who I am looking at on the screen every day! 
I’m telling her story, but that needs to coincide with telling the 
strongest and the best story that I can tell. As a filmmaker, my 
responsibility is to document someone, then try to give them 
a three-dimensional quality onscreen so that the viewer gets a 
full psychological insight into what drives them. And with Lydia, 
she presents as if she’s transparent and that you’re getting the 
whole story, but in fact you are not. That’s sometimes hard to 
reconcile as a friend. 

What made you decide to do this film now? Had you and Lydia 
been talking about making this film for a while? 

We’ve worked on and off together for 35 years, and our 
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she still gets triggered, that she still is full 
of rage and anger. There’s no cure. And 
that’s what I needed for the film—bringing 
forward a sense of compassion. Lydia pres-
ents as the all-powerful goddess, just like 
when she performs, but here she allows her 
vulnerability. There’s a [crack] in the armor. 
In a way, it gives us permission to speak 
about our own traumas. 

When she says she looked inward to try to 
break this familial cycle of abuse and dis-
covered, “What was missing was a part of 
myself,” I was brought to tears. She also 
talks about how “trauma is greedy,” which I 
thought was an incredible way to put it. I’d 
never heard anyone use those words before. 
It’s true, it is a kind of addiction that you’re 
not even conscious of but can never be sati-
ated. And when that greedy voice is scream-
ing, you need to be able to use your healthy 
tools to put it back and say, “Nope, we are 
not going there.”

I think Lydia really summed it up 
nicely at one point in the film, where she 
talks about how when you’ve been through 
so much pain when you’re young that you 
have to numb yourself—you become numb 
because you don’t want to keep feeling 
that pain. Then, you go to these extreme 
levels just so you can feel something. And 
each time, it has to be harder and more ex-
treme in order to just feel something and 
get through that core of numbness that you 
have swallowed yourself into just to exist 
and maintain throughout life. So, there’s a 
lot of relational stuff in Lydia’s journey for 
both women and men, as it’s not only wom-
en who have these experiences. 

Were you concerned about Lydia asking for 
any of the scenes to be cut? 

When I make a documentary film, I 
need to have complete control, especially 
as I edit the film. I had an issue when mak-
ing Call Her Applebroog because Ida, my 
dear mother, wanted to approve the edit. I 
thought about it and was suddenly question-
ing every cut: “Will she approve?” I quick-
ly realized that I needed to be completely 
autonomous in the process; otherwise, I 
would have voices in my head... and this 
would not be productive! From the very be-
ginning with Lydia, I explained my process,  
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friendship is like that, too. We find these 
opportune moments to get back together 
and do something meaningful. The themes 
of our work have run somewhat parallel 
through the years, as well. After directing 
Call Her Applebroog, I found that there was 
something really profound about making a 
film with, and about, someone who I knew 
and whose history I was really engaged 
with, so Lydia felt like the next right person 
to do that with. I hadn’t been to a show of 
hers in a number of years, so I went to see 
[Lunch’s band] Retrovirus. I was expecting 
to see all these old-timers like me, but in-
stead she had an audience of 20-year-olds, 
and I thought, “Oh my God, they get her 
message!” After the show I went backstage, 
and we talked about doing this film. 

I’ve seen Lydia perform many times, but this 
is really the first time I’ve seen Lydia open up 
about her own personal demons and fears 
so intimately. How did you get her to discuss 
her childhood experience of being sexually 
abused by her father? 

The first shoot I did for the film was a 
very long interview with Lydia, then I did a 
lot of shooting with her on tour and inter-
viewed other people. But as I was winding 
up the shoot, I realized that there were a 
lot of other questions that I needed to ask 
her, so we set up a second interview. It 
was during the second interview that she 
really opened up, and we started to tap 
into more of the personal historical distur-
bance and trauma. Up until this film, the 
audio from her spoken word performance, 

“Daddy Dearest,” was the only recording of 
how her father abused her. I knew she was 
ready to discuss that story, and felt it was 
critical to talk about this, because people 
seem to have this attitude [of], “Get over 
it!” The fact that Lydia could articulate her 
experience and offer it in such a raw man-
ner allows others to grasp it emotionally 
and understand that the trauma we expe-
rience still resides within our bodies. And 
she talks about times when she goes to 
that trauma monster, when she’s not able 
to hold herself back from going into these 
really, really dark, destructive places. So, 
when Lydia talks about that at the end of 
the film, I think she is owning the fact that 
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and she agreed and trusted me. But there’s a story about how 
these revealing scenes about abuse ended up at the end of the 
film. Producer and activist Sandra Schulberg has been my 
guardian angel. She was coproducer on my film Exposed and was 
instrumental in guiding me through the editing process and 
teaching me just how brutal you have to be as an editor. How 
you must have to have a reason for everything you put in and to 
be open to fresh eyes before you finish a film. So, I thought the 
film was finished and showed it to Lydia, who loved it. Then, of 
course, I knew I had to show it to Sandra. I was so scared. And 
she was like, “I’ve cried multiple times throughout, but it’s not 
done. You can’t have a happy ending.”

What was your original “happy ending”?
Originally, I ended the film with a wild and frolicking Lydia 

on tour—the embodiment of Lydia, still ferocious and inspira-
tional today. I wanted that to be the end of the story. And Sandra 
said something like, “You need to end it in the mindset of ‘the 
war is never over’ because we are still in this fucking battle, Lyd-
ia is still in this battle and you need this to be the end of your 
film.” Luckily, I had this interview from [musician and Retro-
virus bass player] Tim Dahl where he talks about Lydia on tour 
and how her monster came out, how she mentally and physically 
brutalized a friend of his who was attracted to her. This monster 
was breathing, and it was really scary. Tim breaks down in the 
interview and cries. It’s really powerful because he loves Lydia 
so much, yet this was also his friend who was being brutalized. 
And I remember after that interview thinking, “Oh, there’s no 
way I can use this in the film.” But then I also realized, “Oh, 
there’s no way I can’t use this.” So, I had to ask myself as the di-
rector, editor and Lydia’s friend, how do I look at this objectively 
with the big picture in mind? I choose to wrap up the film with 
Lydia talking about her father sexually abusing her just before 
Tim’s revealing and very excruciating story. 

Were you scared to show the final edit to Lydia? 
Yes, I was really scared. I was sitting behind her when she 

was watching it. Right after the Tim Dahl story appeared on 
screen, she put up her thumb. She didn’t look at me and didn’t 
say anything. She just really understood how powerful that was, 
to own our actions, and how that was, in a way, her owning her 
own trauma. 

Art writer Carlo McCormick compares No Wave and Punk by say-
ing that there was “Not just no future, but there was no present,” 
which I thought was the perfect way to describe the wildness, 
bankruptcy and raw emptiness of the Lower East Side at that 
time. There’s an array of important cultural figures throughout the 
film. There must have been so many people to interview. How did 
you narrow down your selection? 

That was both hard and easy. Of course, there were the 
usual suspects like filmmaker Richard Kern, JG Thirlwell (Foe-
tus), Thurston Moore (Sonic Youth), who all agreed to be in the 
film. I also thought it was important to have Connie Burg (Mars), 
Cynthia Sley (Bush Tetras) and Pat Place (Contortions, Bush Tet-
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ras), but they declined. Henry Rollins would 
have been great, too, but Lydia said, “Don’t 
even try. I’ve offended him and was told he 
won’t do it.” I chose people who had differ-
ent histories with Lydia like Donita Sparks 
(L7), who is from a different generation, and 
Kembra Pfahler (The Voluptuous Horror of 
Karen Black), who voices a new paradigm of 
feminism entirely. I wanted to hear from dif-
ferent generations of women, as Lydia has 
galvanized other women to come out and 
scream on stage, to be raw and unapologetic.

There are a lot of men in the film who all 
share stories about Lydia being in complete 
control of every situation, and one gets the 
feeling that Lydia was a liberating force in 
their lives.

I was searching for various personas 
who could speak to the things I wanted to 
explore thematically in the film. Carlo Mc-
Cormick was an extraordinary interview, as 
he knew Lydia personally but also contex-
tualized things historically. Thurston’s sto-
ry about watching Lydia pee in the staircase 
revealed how vulnerable he was and how in 
awe he was of Lydia. And Richard Kern’s 
story about being called a misogynist when 
The Right Side of My Brain premiered in 1984 
at The Kitchen and explaining that it was 
Lydia’s story to tell. It was really important 
to hear these men professing to be kind of 
overwhelmed by Lydia but not in a judg-
mental way; rather, admiring her auda-
cious way of being who she is.

I’ve always found Lydia’s performances to be 

incredibly galvanizing and inspirational. You 
feel that charge of “we’re in this together,” 
and we need to do something about it to-
gether, not just as women, but for everyone. 
And I feel the same way about your work, 
too. Both of you make work that comes from 
a place of pure opposition and resistance. 
You’re artists who stand up against oppres-
sive systems of control and call them out. 

You know, we have to question our-
selves. We have to look at ourselves in the 
mirror. That’s why I love the part of the film 
where Lydia talks about victims and perpe-
trators, and mothers and fathers, and the 
young boys and the young girls. We have to 
broaden this picture beyond “us vs. them,” 
because it’s a fucking system, a big system 
that runs all of us. What I also love is that, 
in this weird way, there’s so much humor 
in the film—you know, those moments 
where Lydia is laughing at herself, and 
we’re laughing at each other, me behind 
the camera and her in front of the cam-
era. She’s turning horror into humor, and 
we’re able to laugh about it because we all 
know it’s still going on, this subjugation 
of women. I’m 66 years old, and there are 
times when I’m just infuriated by it. And 
then, other times I’m like, OK, we have to 
laugh because if we don’t laugh, we’re go-
ing to murder someone. So, hopefully, this 
film offers an opportunity to come together 
and look at this fucked-up mess of a world 
we’re in. It’s not just about this one story, 
it’s about all the stories.
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When Lydia Lunch: The War Is Never Over 
had its festival premiere at DOC NYC, the 
shows were sold out. I went to the opening 
night and could feel the energy in the room 
as everyone was riveted by your candidness 
on screen. How did it feel watching your life 
play out on screen in a roomful of friends and 
strangers?

I wasn’t very affected by it, I have to 
say, because it’s just what I do. Look, my 
first spoken-word piece, “Daddy Dearest,” 
is about being abused at the hands of my 
predator father. I’ve never been afraid 
of the truth. I’ve been very open from an 
early age because I knew that whatever my 
situation was—living in a ghetto, race ri-
ots, psychotic father, abuse—my situation 
was not the worst. So, I had to become the 
mouthpiece for others who couldn’t speak 
for themselves. Also, I understood from an 
early age the tradition of trauma and how 
it’s passed down. Trauma is the universal 
continuum. I can’t say that I’ve ever felt 
vulnerable, but that doesn’t mean that I 
feel hard. I feel open. I never felt like a vic-
tim, I’ve always felt empathetic. It’s weird 
because people have their own opinion of 
what they think of you and what they paint 
you as. A lot of people paint their fear on 
my face. But I don’t feel like an icon. I’m 
not a rock star. I’m just trying to articulate 
certain human conditions and, especial-
ly, female conditions. I’m the town crier, 
a priestess, a witch, a spoken-word artist. 
That’s what I am, that’s what I do. 

In the film, there’s a clip from The Right Side 
of My Brain where you say, “The need to feel 
alive was killing me.” That line has stuck 
with me ever since I saw that film because 
it’s such a powerful and succinct way of ac-
knowledging life’s dualities. I see this in your 
writing as well—you shift from the powerful 
position of survival to the shadow side of de-
struction.

I’m a contrarian.
Yes, but it’s beyond contrarian. To me, it’s 
more like you’re all-inclusive. You under-
stand we can’t have life without death, we 
can’t have light without shadow.

Well, I understand the shadow side. I 
think what fucks people up the most is that 
they’re torn because of not being able to 

reconcile the contradictions within. Look, 
I’m a natural-born killer. I’ll admit it. I was 
born with a dead male twin. He had to go, 
not me. People talk about when you have a 
twin, if they die, there’s a great loss you feel. 
I never felt a loss, I always felt a doubling. I 
think that’s why I’ve been able to do what I 
do. I think that’s also part of how I under-
stand the natural contradictions. First of 
all, because I feel as equally male as I do 
female. I’ve always had this complete dual-
ity. I will embrace all sides of my sometimes 

“misbehavior” and allow other people to do 
the same, but sometimes it’s hard for peo-
ple to fucking deal with it. I’m dealing with 
universal shit here.

Let’s talk about the making of the movie...
Beth did all the work!

[laughs] How did the idea come about? 
Beth approached me and said, “Why 

don’t we do a documentary?” It’s not like 
I was going around looking to have a doc-
umentary made—I’m not dead yet—but I 
trusted Beth. I worked with her. I knew her 
vision. I knew the reason she wanted to 
make this, especially now. We’re very sim-
ilar in a lot of ways. She’s relentless, she’s 
ruthless. She will not be stopped. It just 
made sense to do it with her.

Was there anything that you really wanted in 
the film that got left out?

No, I have no complaints. The film 
speaks for itself. You’ll never be able to 
comprehend everything I’ve done, so don’t 
even try. To me, the most interesting thing 
is the variety of people that I have worked 
with and that the film gives them a voice, 
even if it’s only for a minute or two. Like 
Ron Athey, who’s very important to me, 
and Donita Sparks, Kembra Pfahler, Nico-
las Jaar—people who came to me because of 
my work. Bibbe Hansen was supposed to be 
in there but didn’t make it in because of the 
time restraints. The reason I was interested 
in doing the documentary is because I’ve 
worked with so many incredible people in 
so many different formats, so it’s not just 
about me. I wish there could have been 
more of my female friends in the film, but 
how much can you cram into one film? The 
beauty is, there’s a companion book by Nick 
Soulsby that features all of the interviews 
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in-depth and also includes more of my fe-
male friends—strong, incredible, wonder-
ful, artistic women who talk about other 
parts of my character that aren’t really in 
the documentary. 

Did Beth show you any rough cuts?
Yes, and it changed a lot from the be-

ginning. When Beth added Kembra Pfahler 
and Tim Dahl’s story at the end, that real-
ly changed the whole direction. They don’t 
actually change the entire film, but they 
reveal something else. When Tim tears 
up while he’s talking about my compas-
sion, that revealed a side of me you don’t 
usually see. And having that come from a 
man is great, especially Tim, because I’ve 
worked closely with him for years. I adore 
him. I think the biggest misunderstanding 
about me is that people don’t understand 
how compassionate I am. I wouldn’t be 
doing this shit if I didn’t have compassion. 
Only people that know me know this. I’m 
not judgmental. I never get mad in my pri-
vate life. My anger is not personal, it’s on a 
grand scale. I go back into speeches I wrote 
10 or 20 years ago, starting under Reagan 
and then under Bush, and… I can repeat 
the same monologue because this political 
bullshit is never-ending. 

In the film, Donita Sparks (L7) says, “Lydia’s 
the queen of the underground, but she’s an 
outsider within it because she’s so honest.” 
To me, that really sums up the power and 
importance of your work. Why do you think 
people can’t honestly talk about pain, and 
why do you think they try to silence those 
who do? 

Pleasure is my rebellion against the 
misery of existence. I’ve always been, first 
and foremost, a hedonist. I think that peo-
ple deny themselves their own pleasure 
when they haven’t come to grips with the 
negative, cancer-causing emotions, like 
shame and humiliation, that have been 
placed upon them by society or their par-
ents. Most artists have shame, guilt, inse-
curities, and these constraints not only pre-
vent you from truly enjoying yourself, they 
also prevent you from ultimately rebelling 
with pleasure. Yes, we rebel with music and 
art, and of course, we should. But, at the 
end of the day, if you’re still miserable from 

forces that you cannot control, from things 
that have been placed upon you, you are 
self-flagellating. This is really the whip I try 
to take out of other people’s hands. We’ve 
all been traumatized and abused and tor-
tured, and how do we go beyond that?

Being in the audience of your performances 
is an incredibly cathartic experience. I al-
ways leave them feeling inspired and like…

You were cleansed.
Cleansed, yes. Your performances are vis-
ceral experiences, blowing out like all this 
anger and rage. It’s a total purge. I always 
leave feeling like, “Fuck, yes! Let’s keep 
fighting against the toxic war machine!” 

I consider myself the liver of America.
(laughter) When did you start writing?

Nine or 10 years old.
What sort of stuff would you write?

Horrible poetry. Fratricide, matricide, 
stuff like that. My first performance was at 
an acid party in Buffalo, New York, when I 
was 14. Don’t ask me what it was about—I 
was on acid.

So, writing was your first love? 
I wouldn’t say love, but it certainly 

was a compulsion. Literature is what first 
inspired me. I felt from a very early age 
that there was a massive gap in literature 
between Henry Miller and Hubert Selby, 
Genet and de Sade. There were a few fe-
male writers that spoke to me, like Violette 
Leduc and Mary Daly, but not enough. I felt 
that there was just this vacuum, and I had 
to get in there and try to fill it.

This brings me back to “Daddy Dearest,” your 
first spoken-word piece, and the honest way 
you talk about it at the end of the film. Was 
that something you were planning on talking 
about in the film, or was it something Beth 
wanted to talk about?

Beth suggested we cover it. She has 
always dealt with getting to the bare-bot-
tom truth of patriarchal, male-dominated 
insanity and those of us that have been 
victimized by it. It’s something I’ve been 
talking about since my first spoken-word 
story. My father had a condition he could 
not control. It’s something that was passed 
down. It never starts in your house, but 
how do you end it there? And that’s what 
we need to confront—just because this has 
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gone on forever, how do you prevent it from 
further happening? Also, can you really 
blame a wolf for attacking a fawn? No. Are 
you really going to change the basic sexual 
dynamics of human beings? No, and the 
fact that we aren’t taught respect, and we 
aren’t taught resistance doesn’t help the sit-
uation. Women have got to know what their 
strength is. I never doubted my strengths, 
psychologically, psychically, verbally or 
physically.

I’ve heard you say about your work that 
you’re not misunderstood, but that you’re 
understood.

I’m trying to bring poetry into the 
chaos of the reality I am detailing. That’s 
what’s most overlooked about what I do. I’m 
not preaching a dogma or a philosophy or a 
manifesto. But am I saying exactly what I 
mean? Am I saying what I really feel or the 
opposite? I’m throwing different perspec-
tives out. The audience takes from it what 
they will. First and foremost, it has to be a 
poetic expulsion.

Is there anything specific you’ve learned over 
the years that defines your life now?

For somebody who is a glutton, like 
me, there comes a point where nothing 
seems to satisfy, and you’ve got to reel it 
back to beyond the basics. You actually 
have to detox, delouse and start appreciat-
ing everything. I think this is a big problem 
with people now: Because everything is 
so convenient and at their fingertips, they 
have no appreciation for anything. In spite 
of all the problems—bullshit, pathological 
lying, horror, politics, poverty and abuse, 
which is basically the existential human 
condition from the cave till now—there is 
so much incredible beauty. There are so 
many things to actually be delighted about. 
There are so many incredible people. And if 
you lose that capacity, which is often beaten 

out of us as children, if you don’t appreci-
ate everything, you begin gluttonizing on 
everything and ultimately ripping your-
self off. I think parents really have to teach 
their children about beauty to counteract 
the horror. I focus in my art on the negative 
because somebody has to articulate it, but 
in my private life, I focus on beauty. I focus 
on conversation. I focus on individuals. 
 I focus on artistic creation and especially 
collaboration.

You’ve created so much powerful work, and 
each time you challenge yourself with new 
forms. What are the moments that stand out 
for you?

There are three things that I think are 
the highlight[s] of my career. The first was 
in my early twenties: I brought my poetry 
book, Adulterers Anonymous, that I wrote 
with Exene Cervenka, to Barney Rosset of 
Grove Press, and he actually published it. 
He was 70 years old at the time and was my 
hero because he published and defended all 
of my favorite writers who were being cen-
sored for their extreme content. The other 
highlights were working with Weasel Wal-
ter, who understands my music, and possi-
bly me, better than anyone I have ever met. 
And performing with Umar Bin Hassan and 
Baba Donn Babatunde from The Last Poets 
recently. These bookends, to me, were the 
most important signifiers of my career. 

One last question: At the end of Lydia Lunch: 
The War Is Never Over, the last shot is you 
onstage singing and goading the audience 
with the relentless chorus, “What is the one 
thing you can’t live without?” People are 
screaming, you’re going into the crowd, peo-
ple are simultaneously grabbing you and hid-
ing from you as they fear you pulling out their 
deepest secrets. So, Lydia, what is the one 
thing you can’t live without?

Pleasure. Pure rebellious pleasure.
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Film  
School  
Guide 

SPOTLIGHT ON FILM SCHOOLS 074 — 099

Returning here is Filmmaker’s now- 
annual guide to noteworthy film schools 
across the United States. As before,  
this is a factual and hopefully useful list  
of schools, complete with average tuition 
and deadlines, that range from institu-
tions that focus heavily on production to 
those that mix critical theory with prac-
tice. There are public and private schools, 
universities with storied histories and 
relative newcomers to the film education 
field. Information contained here is a mix 
of material collated by our staff as well  
as provided by the schools themselves.

Prospective students should remember 
that the choice of film school can be a 
career-defining decision, setting a film-
maker on a clear professional path or 
perhaps stranding him or her with a heavy 
debt burden. Accordingly, we recommend 
all readers headed to film school do 
 their own further research on the schools 
included here before applying.

1. Address
2.  Degrees: Graduate, undergraduate and/or 
 certificate programs.
3.  COVID Information: remote or in-person? 
 Plans for the Fall and Spring of 2021
4.  New Initiatives that have development 
 during the pandemic
5.  Update on Admissions
6.  Resources for Film students: 
 On Campus + Student Led Organizations
7.  Notable faculty
8. Notable graduates 
9. Financial aid (merit/need-based/both?)
10.  Average tuition
11.  Website
12.  Additional information

Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   74Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   74 6/28/21   8:30 PM6/28/21   8:30 PM



FILM SCHOOL GUIDE 075

Academy of Art University
1. 79 New Montgomery St, San Francisco, CA, 
94105
2. Both
3. In-person
4. Rolling
7. Producer and writer Jana Sue Memel, DP Ken 
Ferro, director Jack Perez
9. Need 
10. $26,399 (Domestic); $27,856 (International)
11. academyart.edu/academics/motion-pictures-
television
12. The Fellow to faculty ratio is 3 to 1. 100% of 
applicants are admitted.

AFI Conservatory
1. 2021 North Western Ave, Los Angeles, CA 
90027 
2. Graduate
3. AFI intends to reopen for on-campus learning 
but has not yet set a date and describes its 
reopening plan as “flexible.” 
5. Applications for fall 2022 will be available 
starting in September.
7. Directors Susan Ruskin (Dean and Executive 
Vice President), Zal Batmanglij and Destin Daniel 
Cretton; DP Steve Yedlin
8. Directors Terrence Malick (The Tree of Life), 
David Lynch (Blue Velvet), Darren Aronofsky 
(Black Swan), Ari Aster (Hereditary)
9. Both
10. $59,951 (First Year); $62,049 (Second Year)
11. afi.edu

Arizona State University: The Sidney Poitier 
New American Film School
1. 1001 S. Forest Mall, Tempe, AZ 85287
2. undergraduate
3. in-person
4. Film Spark has three primary goals: To help 
ASU students and alumni in their entertainment 
careers, to create a better industry, culture, and 
society, and to deepen ASU connections with 
the alumni, prospective students, entertainment 
companies and others in the region. Hollywood 
Invades Tempe brings professionals to ASU 
to speak about their work in the film industry 
through special screenings and open forum 
events.
5. spring admission, Nov. 1; fall admission, May 1
8. Vice Chairman of Lionsgate Entertainment 
Studio, Michael Burns

9. Both
10. undergraduate base-tuition, $10,710; 
undergraduate, non-resident base-tuition, 
$28,800

Biola University
1. 13800 Biola Ave, La Mirada, CA 90639
2. Undergraduate 
3. In-person
5. Admissions are still being accepted for fall 
2021 on a rolling basis.
7. Production supervisor Lisa Swain, producer 
Jack Hafer
8. Scott Derrickson (Doctor Strange)
9. Both
10. $44,382
11. biola.edu/cinema-andmedia- arts-ba

CalArts School of Film/Video
1. 24700 McBean Parkway, Valencia, CA 91355
2. Both
3. While the majority of CalArts classes will 
be held in-person, on campus, there are some 
hybrid and remote courses. 
5. Rolling
7. Directors Thom Andersen, James Benning, Pia 
Borg, Josephine Decker, Nina Menkes
8. Directors Tim Burton (Alice in Wonderland), 
Andrew Stanton (Finding Nemo), Chris Buck (Co-
Director of Frozen), Don Hall (Big Hero 6), Pete 
Docter (Inside Out), Eliza Hittman (Beach Rats)
9. Both
10. Undergraduate, $52,850
11. filmvideo.calarts.edu/

California State University, Northridge (CSUN)
1. 18111 Nordhoff St, Northridge,CA 91330
2. Both
3. More than 50% of class sections have some 
on-campus components in Fall 2021. 
5. Admissions are closed for fall; August 1-31 for 
spring semester.
7. Producer and screenwriter Scott Sturgeon, 
documentary director and producer Thelma 
Vickroy
8. Actress Joan Chen (Twin Peaks), producer 
Tracie Graham (Dumb and Dumber)
9. Both
10. $3,519 for 6+ units per semester; if out-of-
state, add $396 per unit
11. csun.edu/mike-curbarts- media-
communication/cinematelevision- arts

A
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Chapman (Dodge College of Film and Media 
Arts)
1. One University Drive, Orange, CA 92866
2. Both
3. “As of June 2021, everyone must complete a 
training model, get tested and complete the daily 
health screening.”
5. October 15 for spring 2021; November 1 (early 
action) and January 15 (regular decision) for fall 
2022.
7. John Badham, David Ward, Amy Baer (president 
of Women in Film), Lorenzo di Bonaventura 
(producer, Transformers) and Howard Deutch 
(director, Pretty in Pink) will all start here next 
year.
8. Producer Darren Bunkley (The Amazing 
Race), editor Rebekah Fridman (Masters of 
Sex), director Justin Simien (Dear White People), 
directors Matt and Ross Duffer (Stranger Things), 
Carlos Lopez Estrada (Blindspotting), Drew 
Heskett (White House videographer)
10. $58,250 for undergraduate; $42,540- 
$54,500, depending on program
11. chapman.edu/dodge/index.aspxindex.aspx
12. Opening a $500,000 new Careers Center led 
by former CAA agent Joe Rosenberg. Hired 25 
faculty of color in the past year.

Colgate University
1. 13 Oak Dr, Hamilton, NY 13346
2. Undergraduate
3. in-person
5. Undergraduate deadline is January 15
6. Home of the Flaherty Film Seminar and 
Flaherty/Colgate Global Filmmaker Residency. 
170-seat professional-grade screening theater 
with digital, 35mm and 16mm projection.
7. Mary Simonson, Ani Maitra, Neta Alexander
8. Directors Joe Berlinger (Co-Director, Paradise 
Lost), Chris Paine (Who Killed the Electric Car?) 
and Julie Cohen (RBG); Jeff Sharp, Executive 
Director, The Gotham Film & Media Institute; 
Producer Xan Parker (Rebuilding Paradise); Matt 
Renner, Vice President of Production, National 
Geographic Society
9 Need
10. $61,594
11. colgate.edu/academics/departments-
programs/film-and-media-studies-program
12. A gift of $25M from alumnus Dan Benton 
will help build the Benton Center for Creativity 
and Innovation, which will house the computer 

science, film and media studies, theater and 
dance programs.

Colorado Film School
1. 9075 E Lowry Blvd, Denver, CO 80230
2. Associate
3. Fall courses will mostly be on campus, with a 
few topics offered remotely.
5. July 25 (late deadline) for fall admission; 
October 15 (priority) and November 30 (late) for 
spring admission
7. CFS Director and Assistant Director Brian 
Steward, Production Designer Jeff Howard
8. Aaron Kroger, Editorial Department (The 
Avengers)
10. For the three-year certificate program, 
$4,900 per year for residents; $16,300 per year 
for non-residents.
11. coloradofilmschool.co/

Columbia College Chicago
1. 600 S. Michigan Ave, Chicago, IL 60605
2. Both
3. Columbia College Chicago is requiring all 
students to be fully vaccinated against COVID-19 
effective fall 2021 semester.
5. Rolling admissions are being accepted for the 
fall semester.
7. Producer Karen Loop (On the Basis of Sex), 
Director John Hancock (Bang the Drum Slowly) 
8. Producer Lena Waithe (The Chi); President of 
HBO Films Len Amato; Producer and Director 
George Tillman Jr. (Barbershop, The Hate U 
Give), DP Janusz Kaminski (Saving Private Ryan, 
Schindler’s List)
10. $26,610, undergraduate 
11. colum.edu

Columbia University
1. 2960 Broadway, New York, NY 10027
2. Graduate
3. “In-person for the Fall of 2021 and Spring 2022, 
with some courses being offered online where 
that modality is beneficial.”
4. A Film Ethics/Inclusive Storytelling course is 
offered for all incoming first year MFA Students.
5. January 15 priority deadline; May 15 final 
deadline 
6. Campus organization FOCUS (Filmmakers of 
Color United in Spirit) 
7. James Schamus, Ramin Bahrani, Bette Gordon, 
Tom Kalin, Andrew Bienan, Ira Deutchman, 

C
—
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• Study independent and socially conscious film and media 

with world-renowned faculty 

• Learn to use state-of-the-art technology
       (VR/AR, S16MM, 35MM, 4K, 8K, 10BIT AND 12BIT DIGITAL CINEMA)

• Follow in the footsteps of prominent, award-winning, alumni 

• Explore undergraduate, graduate and doctoral programs 

 FILM & MEDIA ARTS 
  AT TEMPLE UNIVERSIT Y

Being a part of
THE FILM & MEDIA ARTS PROGRAM AT TEMPLE 
has given me so many opportunites to meet and learn  
from the most talented, intellegent and creative people. 
I would never have had the same experience anywhere else!
 - KATHY CHAN  (BFA ‘20)

FIL M AND MEDI A AR T S AT 
T EMP LE UNI V ER SI T Y

 • Study independent and socially conscious film and media 
  with world-renowned faculty

 • Learn to use state-of-the-art technology

 • Follow in the footsteps of prominent alumni, including 
  BlackStar founder Maori Karmael Holmes ’05 and 
  Sundance Grand Jury Prize winner Chinonye Chukwu ’12
 • Explore undergraduate, graduate and doctoral programs

LE AR N MOR E AT  T F M A .T EMP LE.EDU |  EM AI L T FM A@T EM P LE. EDU
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• Study independent and socially conscious film and media 
with world-renowned faculty 

• Learn to use state-of-the-art technology
       (VR/AR, S16MM, 35MM, 4K, 8K, 10BIT AND 12BIT DIGITAL CINEMA)

• Follow in the footsteps of prominent, award-winning, alumni 

• Explore undergraduate, graduate and doctoral programs 

 FILM & MEDIA ARTS 
  AT TEMPLE UNIVERSIT Y
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I would never have had the same experience anywhere else!
 - KATHY CHAN  (BFA ‘20)
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 • Study independent and socially conscious film and media 
  with world-renowned faculty

 • Learn to use state-of-the-art technology

 • Follow in the footsteps of prominent alumni, including 
  BlackStar founder Maori Karmael Holmes ’05 and 
  Sundance Grand Jury Prize winner Chinonye Chukwu ’12
 • Explore undergraduate, graduate and doctoral programs
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Maureen Ryan 
8. Directors Jennifer Lee (Frozen), Lisa 
Cholodenko (The Kids are All Right), Sandi 
Tan (Shirkers), Grace Edwards (Unbreakable 
Kimmy Schmidt), Cherien Dabis (Empire, 
Amreeka), James Mangold (Ford v. Ferrari), 
Nicole Holofcener (Enough Said), Greg Mottola 
(Superbad)
9. Both
10. $65,116
11. arts.columbia.edu/film
12. Columbia offers an MFA program in 
Screenwriting, Television Writing, Directing, and 
an MFA in Creative Producing. The Netflix series 
Making a Murderer began as a thesis film.

DePaul University, School of Cinematic Arts
1. 243 S. Wabash Ave, Chicago, IL 60604
2. Both
3. Fall 2021 courses will be conducted in-person.
5. Admissions are closed for the fall semester. 
Fall 2022 deadlines: November 15 (early), 
February 1 (regular).
7. Producers Steven A. Jones and Timothy 
Peternel; documentary cinematographer Dana 
Kupper
8. Gillian Anderson (The X-Files)
9. Both
10. $40,551, undergraduate 
11. cdm.depaul.edu/about/Pages/School-of-
Cinematic-Arts.aspx

Duke University
1. Durham, NC 27708
2. Both
3. While plans for fall haven’t been announced, 
in-person learning resumed on campus during 
the spring 2021 semester.
5. Admissions for the fall semester are closed. 
Applications for the next academic year will be 
made available in mid-August.
7. Josh Gibson, Shambhavi Kaul
8. DP Bob Yeoman, producer Mark Vahradian 
9. Both 
10. $60,594, undergraduate; $66,896, graduate
11. ami.duke.edu

Emerson College
1. 120 Boylston St, Boston, MA 02116 
2. Graduate
3. “Plans for the Fall and Spring of 2021 are TBD, 
however, our Writing for Film and Television 

program is always 100% online, pre and post-
pandemic.”
5. February 1, priority decision, fall 2021.
7. Directors John Gianvito (Her Socialist Smile) 
and Ougie Pak (Sunrise Sunset)
8. Director Jim Finn (The Juche Idea)
11. emerson.edu/majors-programs/graduate-
programs 

Emory
1. 201 Dowman Dr, Atlanta, GA 30322
2. Both
3. Emory currently plans to return to all in-person 
this fall.
5. Deadlines for fall 2021 have not yet been 
announced. The department is not accepting 
applications to its M.A. degree program at this 
time. 
7. Screenwriter Joe Conway
9. Both
10. undergraduate, $54,660
11. filmstudies.emory.edu/home/
12. Recent guests of the Visiting Filmmaker 
Series include Kelly Reichardt, Debra Granik, 
RaMell Ross, Bing Lu, Robert Eggers and Benny 
and Josh Safdie.

Fairleigh Dickinson University 
1. 201 Dowman Dr, Atlanta, GA 30322
2. Both
3. in-person
5. Rolling
7. Director Howard Libov, DP David Landau
8. Script supervisor Anthony Pettine (Black 
Swan)
9. Both
10. $32,000 for undergraduate; $950 per credit 
for graduate
11. view2.fdu.edu/academics/becton-college/
arts/film/

Fashion Institute of Technology
1. 227 W. 27th St, NY, NY 10001 
2. Undergraduate and Associate 
3. FIT plans for on-campus classes this fall. 
5. January 1 for fall admission; October 1 for 
spring admission 
7. Director Michelle Handelman
8. Director Joel Schumacher (The Lost Boys), 
actress Melissa McCarthy (Bridesmaids)
9. Both
10. $5,290 in-state (associate), $15,870 out-of-

C
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state (associate); $7,170 in-state (undergraduate), 
$21,692 out-of-state (undergraduate)
11. fitnyc.edu/film-andmedia

Feirstein Graduate School of Cinema
1. 2900 Bedford Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11210
2. Graduate
3. in-person
5. Rolling 
6. BiPOC Filmmakers Collective, Asian and 
Asian American Filmmakers at Feirstein (AAAFF), 
Feirstein Women’s Collective (WOCO), Feirstein 
Union of Queer Students (FUQS)
7. Producer Jason Kliot (Capernaum), DP 
Sarah Cawley (Manifest); executive Richard 
N. Gladstein (producer, The Hateful Eight, The 
Bourne Identity) 
8. Directors Livia Huang (More Happiness) and 
Mandy Marcus (Cousins)
9. Both
10. $21,000
11. brooklyn.cuny.edu/web/academics/schools/
mediaarts/schools/feirstein.php

Florida State University, College of Motion 
Picture Arts
1. 600 W. College Ave, Tallahassee, FL 32306
2. Both
3. in-person
4. "New programs include the FSU CMPA 
Torchlight Diverse Voices in Cinema Grant whose 
recipients will receive a $10,000 Production 
Grant, equipment, and more. The new College 
of Motion Picture Arts Equity Scholarship is 
intended to support first-year students of color 
in order to facilitate access to our program. One 
first-year MFA student will be chosen on a need 
basis, and a $5000 scholarship, a nine-credit-
hour tuition waiver, and a bi-weekly stipend. 
5. Undergraduate freshman is November 1, 
undergraduate transfer is January 15, Graduate is 
December 1." 
7. Directors Victor Nunez (Ulee’s Gold) and 
Antonio Mendez Esparza (Life and Nothing More); 
sound effects editor Dustin Cawood (Wall-E, Toy 
Story); DP Mark Vargo (Ghostbusters); Harpo 
Films executive Valerie Scoon
8. Directors Barry Jenkins (Moonlight, The 
Underground Railroad) and David Robert Mitchell 
(It Follows, Under the Silver Lake); producer 
Adele Romanski; DP James Laxton; ABC Studios 
executive Wendy Mericle

10. Undergraduate: in-state undergraduate 
$7,328, out-of-state undergraduate $24,517. 
Graduate: in-state graduate $22,619, out-of-
state graduate $51,032
11. film.fsu.edu

Full Sail University
1. 3300 University Blvd, Winter Park, FL 32792
2. Undergraduate and Certificate 
3. From September on, students will be required 
to attend lectures and labs in-person.
7. IMAX cinematographer James Neihouse, Larry 
Katz, TJ Doctor, Carl Verna
8. Darren Lynn Bousman, Steven C. Miller, Sady 
Paulson, Steve Cainas
9. Both
11. fullsail.edu
12. The for-profit university was praised by Mitt 
Romney in 2012. 

Harvard
1. Carpenter Center, 24 Quincy St, Cambridge, 
MA 02138
2. Both
3. In-person classes are planned for fall, though 
backup plans are also being prepared.
5. November 1 for early action (undergraduate); 
January 1 for regular (undergraduate); early 
December, mid December, early January 
(graduate; doesn’t specify specific date)
7. Directors Ross McElwee (Sherman’s March) 
and Lucien Castaing-Taylor (Leviathan)
8. Directors Joshua Oppenheimer (The Act of 
Killing), Damien Chazelle (La La Land), Andrew 
Bujalski (Support the Girls), Jehane Noujain (The 
Square)
9. Both 
10. $49,653, undergraduate; $50,928, graduate
11. ves.fas.harvard.edu/home

Howard University
1. 2400 Sixth St NW, Washington, DC 20059
2. Both 
3. The majority of fall classes will be in-person, 
with limited hybrid and online courses.
5. November 1 (early action, undergraduate) and 
February 15 (regular, undergraduate)
Director Haile Gerima (Bush Mama)
8. Director and DP Ernest Dickerson, video artist 
and DP Arthur Jafa, DP Bradford Young (Arrival)
9. Both
10. $28,450, undergraduate; $33,860, graduate

F
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11. communications.howard.edu/department/
media-journalism-and-film/

Ithaca College
1. 953 Danby Rd, Ithaca, NY 14850
2. Undergraduate 
3. in-person 
5. May 1st for first year majors (except acting, 
musical theatre, and music) and transfers 
7. Joshua Bonnetta, Idrissou Mora-Kpai, Cathy 
Lee Crane
8. Director Zia Anger, DP Ashley Conno
9. Both
10. $46,610
11. ithaca.edu
12. Students work in both 16mm celluloid and 
digital RED 8K.

Johns Hopkins University
1. 10 E. North Ave, 2nd Floor, Baltimore, MD 21202
2. Both 
3. “The hope and expectation [is] that the 
university will be substantially back to normal 
this fall.” 
5. November 2 for early decision, January 4 for 
regular decision/ED II; Graduate (Rolling)
7. Director Matthew Porterfield, artist Karen 
Yasinsky
8. Producers Alexandra Byer and Kimberly Parker
9. Need
10. $58,720 undergraduate; $58,720, graduate
11. krieger.jhu.edu/film-media/

LA Film School
1. 6353 Sunset Blvd, Los Angeles, CA 90028
2. Undergraduate
3. “While we aren’t currently able to fully reopen 
campus for all faculty, staff and students, we 
are happy to expand our hands-on classes and 
labs for the June 2021 term in accordance with 
the higher education capacity guidelines in L.A. 
County.” 
4. “We have managed to send a loaner camera, 
lighting, and sound kits to our new students. This 
gives them an opportunity to remain competitive 
peers who were able to learn about the gear on 
campus.” 
5. Rolling
8. DP Brandon Trost (This is the End), 
9. Both
10. $33,000 - $91,000
11. lafilm.edu

12. “We have a long-standing relationship with 
Avid and are currently preparing to update our 
AVID lab. We are in the process of purchasing 
additional high quality digital cameras on the 
level of Sony VENICE/Alexa MINI for the new 
year.” 

Lipscomb University
1. 1 University Park Dr, Nashville, TN 37204
2. Undergraduate and graduate 
3. in-person 
5. Early July
7. Mike Nawrocki, Co-creator of VeggieTales; Tom 
Bancroft, former Disney animator and creator of 
Mushu from Mulan
8. Jim Jinkins (creator, Doug)
10. $1048/credit hour for graduate programs
11. lipscomb.edu/cinematicarts
12. “This summer faculty and students will be 
traveling to Taiwan to work on Sydney Tooley, 
a recent grad student’s feature film that was 
delayed due to COVID. Now with $1 million in 
funding, some of her professors and fellow 
filmmakers are ready to shoot her film.”

Loyola Marymount University
1. 1 LMU Dr, Los Angeles, California 90045
2. Undergraduate and Graduate 
3. Fall 2021 instruction and learning spaces will 
return to pre-COVID capacities. 
5. January 15
6. LMU Animation Club, LMU SFTV Storytellers 
of Color, LMU SFTV Womxn’s Society
7. Producer Janet Yang (The Joy Luck Club), 
director Shane Acker (9)
8. Producer Effie Brown (Dear White People), 
director Francis Lawrence (The Hunger Games: 
Catching Fire)
9. Both
10. undergraduate tuition and fees, $52,577; 
graduate tuition, $1,100-$1,733 (per unit, by 
program)
11. sftv.lmu.edu/

Marymount Manhattan College
1. 221 E 71st St, New York, NY 10021
2. Undergraduate
3. in-person 
4. Students have learned new techniques for 
producing and filming from home, including 
software such as OBS [Open Broadcaster 
Software].
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Cultivating the 
next generation 
of diverse media 
makers at the  
only film school 
located on a 
working film lot.

Now offering graduate  
degree programs in 
• Cinematography 
•  Digital Animation  

& Visual Effects 
• Directing  
• Producing 
• Post-Production 
• Screenwriting 
• Media Scoring 
• Sonic Arts 
• Screen Studies

brooklyn.cuny.edu/feirstein

@FeirsteinSchool

APPLY NOW! Priority deadline for fall 2022 is January 15.

8. Directors Hal Hartley and Debra Granik, set 
decorator Nancy Haigh
9. Both
10. $18,630, New England undergraduates, 
$26,630, out-of-state undergraduates; Graduate 
$48,000 
11. massart.edu/node/1021

New York University (Tisch School of the Arts)
1. 721 Broadway, New York, NY 10003 
2. Undergraduate and Graduate
3. in-person
4. “Undergraduate Film and Television is adding 
two new courses this fall, Queerness in American 
Cinema and The Black Image in Cinema. This fall, 
our incoming student body is 57% female.” 
7. Spike Lee, artistic director of the Grad Film 
program. Directors Kasi Lemmons (Eve’s Bayou), 
Todd Solondz (Welcome to the Dollhouse) and 
Alexandre Rockwell (In the Soup), documentary 
editor and director Sam Pollard (MLK/FBI), DP 
Fred Elmes (Blue Velvet)
8. Directors Chloé Zhao (Nomadland), Shaka 
King (Judas and the Black Messiah), Cary 
Fukunaga (No Time to Die), Nia DaCosta 
(Candyman), Martin Scorsese, Jim Jarmusch

5. Rolling
6. Cinemaniacs (film club), Mount Studios (TV 
Studio club), Griffin Radio 
7. Documentary producer and director Dan Hunt 
(Little Miss Westie)
9. Both
10. $37,410; With room and board: $56,790 
11. mmm.edu/academics/communication-arts/
film-and-media-production-major/ 
12. Promoting social action is a goal of students 
as part of the Stand Up, Speak Out film 
festival, working with the Bedford and Taconic 
Correctional Facilities to create films designed to 
spark awareness and social justice.

Massachusetts College of Art & Design
1. 621 Huntington Ave, Boston, Massachusetts, 
02115
2. Both
3. “As of now, the plan is for 80% of fall 2021 
studio courses to have in-person instruction, and 
our residence halls will be at 85-100% capacity.” 
5. Undergraduate: Priority deadline PASSED; 
Rolling. Graduate: June 20 (Fall Program)
7. Directors Soon-Mi Yoo and Ericka Beckman, 
media artist and animator Tammy Dudman
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9. Both for grad program; Need-based for 
undergraduates.
10. graduate: $65,408 annually; undergraduate, 
$59,332 annually. 
11. Kanbar Institute of Film and Television: tisch.
nyu.edu/kanbar-institute,  
Grad Film: tisch.nyu.edu/grad-film,  
Undergraduate Film and Television: tisch.nyu.
edu/film-tv

Northwestern University 
1. 70 Arts Circle Dr, Evanston, Illinois, 60208
2. Both
3. in-person and remote
4. Faculty member Erik Gernand put his First-Year 
Filmmakers Festival online this year.
5. January 3 for undergraduates, January 15 for 
MA programs
8. Director Stephen Cone (Princess Cyd)
9. Need
10. $56,286 (undergraduate), $19,343 per quarter 
(graduate) 
11. communication.northwestern.edu/radio-
television-film/
12. “In early June, we hosted the ribbon cutting 
for the new Virginia Wadsworth Wirtz Center 
for Performing and Media Arts in Chicago, a 
collaborative space for our MFA students in 
theatre and Radio/Television/Film (e.g., Writing 
for Screen and Stage and even Doc Media). 
This will position those students to develop 
partnerships with Chicago arts stakeholders.”

Olympic College
1. 1600 Chester Ave, Bremerton, WA 98337
2. Undergraduate
3. in-person
4. "We received $150K for new high-powered 
edit-ready laptops during the pandemic."
5. Rolling
7. Director Amy Hesketh (Paranoia Tapes)
9. Need-based
10. $107.57/credit for in-state residents, $121.73/
credit for out-of-state students
11. olympic.edu/filmmaking

Pepperdine University
1. 24255 Pacific Coast Highway, Malibu, CA 
90263
2. Film Studies for undergraduates, Screen and 
Television Writing for graduates
5. November 1 for early action, January 15 for 

regular decision and October 15 for spring 
semester
7. Playwright and director Joi Carr, playwright 
Leslie Kreiner Wilson
8. Director D.J. Caruso
9. Both
10. $55,640
11. seaver.pepperdine.edu/humanities/
undergraduate/film-studies/

Point Park
1. 201 Wood St, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 15222
2. Both
7. Director Steve Cuden, DP John Rice
8. Producer Jimmy Miller
9. Both
10. $33,870
11. pointpark.edu/Academics/Schools/COPA/
COPADeptsMajors/CinemaandDigitalArts/
BACinemaPr

Pratt Institute
1. 200 Willoughby Ave, Brooklyn, New York, 11205
2. Undergraduate
3. Most in-person, some Remote Classes
4. During the past year we have implemented 
Community Agreements, continued to develop 
our Peer Mentorship Program and created a new 
course called Freedom Dreaming: Anticolonial 
Film Practices.
6. Student-led organization include Film In Color; 
Dedicated to the support and development of 
minority filmmakers and diversity in filmmaking; 
16mm Film Lab, which explores analog 
filmmaking, and Film Cult, which presents film 
screenings, workshops and guest lectures 
outside of the established curriculum. 
7. Directors Eliza Hittman (Never Rarely 
Sometimes Always), Matías Piñeiro (The Princess 
of France), Akosua Adoma Owusu, Jim Finn
8. Screenwriter Liz Hannah (The Post), 
commercial director Aubrey Smyth, 
Documentarian Josh Koury (The Voyeur) 
9. All students admitted to the Institute are 
automatically considered for generous merit-
based scholarships upon acceptance. 
10. $53,565.00
11. pratt.edu

Purchase College
1. 735 Anderson Hill Rd, Purchase, New York, 
10577
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2. Undergraduate
3. in-person 
4. "Over the past year, the School of Film and 
Media Studies coordinated unique digital 
projects that students were able to shoot from 
home, then edit together. We also developed a 
collaborative film production to bridge the gap 
between home and campus with our Theatre 
Design/Technology Program and Acting Program."
5. June 1
6. A new Center for Media Arts and Film includes 
a digital screening lab, fabrication lab and 
soundstage. Work was also completed this year 
on the renovation of the Film BFA’s 5,000 square 
foot primary soundstage.
8. Editor Tom Cross (La La Land), Blue Sky 
Studios founder Chris Wedge, Directors Azazel 
Jacobs (French Exit) and Hal Hartley (Henry Fool)
10. Both
11. purchase.edu/academics/school-of-film-and-
media-studies/

Regent University
1. 1000 Regent University Dr, Virginia Beach, VA 
23464
2. Both

5. Rolling
7. Producer Andrew C. Quicke, actor and 
comedian Tony Hale, screenwriter Cheryl McKay
9. Both
10. $17,220, undergraduate; $11,700, graduate
11. regent.edu/school-of-communication-and-
the-arts/

Rhode Island School of Design
1. 2 College St, Providence, RI 02903
2. Both
5. November 1 for early decision, February 1 for 
regular decision. 
7. Department Head Sheri Wills
8. Directors Gus Van Sant, artist Ryan Trecartin, 
Ryan Cunningham
9. Need-based
10. $55,220
11. risd.edu/academics/film-animation-video/

Ringling College of Art and Design
1 .2700 N. Tamiami Trail, Sarasota, FL 34234
2. Undergraduate
3. in-person 
5. Rolling admissions
6. Patrick Alexander, Bradley Battersby
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7. Tony Ahedo, Natasha Thornton, Jason 
Letkiewicz
9. Both
10. $45,000
11. ringling.edu/film
12. “We offer a hands-on, production-intensive 
program with a choice of two tracks: Narrative
Filmmaking or Branded Entertainment.”

Rutgers University
1. 57 US Highway 1, New Brunswick, NJ 08901-
8554
2. Undergraduate
3. In-person 
7. Chair and Director Patrick Stettner (The Night 
Listener, The Business of Strangers). Producer 
Mollye Asher (Nomadland) documentary director 
Thomas Lennon
9. Both
10. in-state (NJ): $15,407, out-of-state: $32,189.
11. masongross.rutgers.edu/degrees-programs/
filmmaking/
12. “We have a professional documentary unit 
within our film program. Our students travel 
the world making documentaries. For example, 
we just released a beautiful film, UTUQAA on 
Field of Vision, where one of our students (and 
a director) spent three weeks on snowmobiles 
following climate scientists on the glaciers of 
Greenland.”

San Diego State University Global Campus
1. 5250 Campanile Dr, San Diego, CA 92182
2. Graduate
3. This two-year degree program utilizes a 
blended instructional model in which courses are 
in an online format with intensive face-to-face 
sessions during a six-week, hands-on summer 
residency on campus in San Diego.
5. The next application period will be for Fall 
2022. Application dates will be made available 
closer to that time.
7. Screenwriter and showrunner Joe Straczynski 
(Babylon 5, Changeling)
9. Both
10. $38,682
11. ces.sdsu.edu/arts-culture/master-fine-arts-
screenwriting-sdsu
12. “One of Straczynski’s courses, Surviving the 
Writer’s Room, offers students the opportunity to 
develop their writing skills in a realistic Hollywood 
setting. The course is designed to present all of 

the challenges and scenarios that could happen 
when working on a real set.”

San Francisco State University
1. 1600 Holloway Ave, San Francisco, California, 
94132.
2. Both
5. November 30
7. Pat Jackson, Greta Snider, Joseph McBride, 
Steven Kovacs, Artel Great, Mayuran 
Tiruchelvam
8. Screenwriter Steven Zaillian, producer Jonas 
Rivera
9. Both
10. $7,484, undergraduate (California residents); 
$4,461 (California residents) graduates, $8,918
11. cinema.sfsu.edu

Sarah Lawrence College
1. 1 Mead Way, Bronxville, New York, 10708
2. Undergraduate
5. November 1 for early action/early decision 
I; January 2 for early decision II; January 15 for 
regular decision.
7. Writer Marygrace O’Shea, producer Heather 
Winters
8. Director/producer J.J. Abrams, director Damani 
Baker, director/producer Jon Avnet
9. Both
10. $56,020
11. sarahlawrence.edu/undergraduate/arts/
filmmaking-and-moving-image-arts/

Savannah College of Art and Design
1. 516 Drayton St, Savannah, Georgia, 31041
2. Undergraduate and Graduate
3. In-person and remote classes 
5. Rolling admissions
6. SCAD is currently building a backlot, as well as 
an XR studio.
7. Pilot casting director Andra Reeve-Rabb (CSI, 
The Big Bang Theory)
8. Steadicam operator Brian Freesh (Westworld), 
producer Amanda Bayard (Last Week Tonight 
with John Oliver, season 4)
9. $38,475, graduate; $37,575, undergraduate
10. scad.edu

SCI-Arc
1. 960 E. 3rd St, Los Angeles, CA 90013
2. Graduate
7. Liam Young

R
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8. Samuel Pierce Myers
9. Merit
10. $23,908 per semester
11. sciarc.edu

Spelman College
1. 350 Spelman Ln SW, Atlanta, GA 30314
2. Undergraduate
3. Remote Learning (Fall 2021) In-person Classes 
(Spring 2022)
4. “The documentary filmmaking program 
sent individual production kits to all students 
in the program and will continue this initiative 
for students that may not be able to attend 
physically attend classes during the next 
academic year.”
5. February 1 Fall 2021, Nov 1 for Spring 2022
7. Director and animator Ayoka Chenzira (Alma’s 
Rainbow, Queen Sugar), 
Julie Dash (Daughters of the Dust)
9. Both
10. $40,109 (tuition, room + board) 
11. spelman.edu

Stony Brook University
1. 293 Montauk Highway, Southampton, New 

York, 11968
2. Undergraduate and Graduate 
3. in-person 
5. For undergraduate January 15 for the fall and 
November 1 for the spring. For graduate January 
15 for the fall semester and October 1 for the 
spring semester. 
7. Christine Vachon, Pamela Koffler, Perry 
Blackshear, Simone Pero, Alan Kingsberg, 
Michael Rauch.
8. James Sharpe (Tom in Real Life), Juhyoung Ra 
(Atlantic City) 
9. Both
10. In-state $30,000, Non-resident $50,000
11. stonybrook.edu/commcms/film-tv-writing/

SVA 
1. 209 E. 23rd St, New York, New York, 10010
2. Both
3. in-person and hybrid
4. “Students learned how to shoot a film with half 
the crew (including the director) joining remotely, 
and the new, unexpected, dominating presence 
of a COVID Coordinator on set.” 
5. Undergraduate: Rolling admissions MFA: 
January 15

TURN WHAT
YOU LOVE 

INTO WHAT 
YOU DO.

 artsandmedia.ucdenver.edu
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7. Editor Richard Hankin (The Jinx), director Ross 
Kauffman (Born into Brothels), programmer 
Thom Powers
8. Directors Gillian Robespierre (Obvious Child), 
Crystal Moselle (The Wolfpack) and Morten 
Tyldum (The Imitation Game)
9. Both 
10. undergraduate: $22,500 per semester, $1,340 
per semester department fee; graduate: $25,200 
per semester, fall and spring (12 to 15 credits per 
semester), $1,700 per semester department fee, 
plus varying filmmaking costs
11. sva.edu/academics/undergraduate/bfa-film 
12. A 2:1 or better student to camera ratio.

Syracuse
1. 200 Crouse College, Syracuse, New York, 
13244
2. Both
5. November 15 for early decision, January 1st for 
regular decision, February 15 for the visual arts 
graduate program, January 15th for newhouse 
graduate program
7. Producer Kara Herold, Mišo Suchý
8. Camera operator Brent Barbano
9. Both
10. $52,210, undergraduates; $29,160, graduates
11. https://vpa.syr.edu/academics/transmedia/
undergraduate/film/

Temple University
1. 1301 W. Norris St, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
19122
2. Undergraduate, Certificate, Graduate
3. in-person 
5. Student Organizations include Mise En Femme 
(a women’s film collective), Queer Film Collective 
(QFC), Film In Color (for BIPOC filmmakers), 
Wandering Studios (Independent Student-run 
film collective)
7. Directors Lauren Wolkstein (Queen Sugar, The 
Strange Ones), Elisabeth Subrin (A Woman, A 
Part) and Ben Semanoff (Ozark), Steadicam 
pioneer Larry McConkey
11. https://TFMA.Temple.edu
12. Temple Film and Media Arts has extensive 
opportunities in new media including the AR/VR 
space and Volumetric Video. 

The New School
1. 72 5th Ave, New York, NY 10011
2. Undergraduate, Certificate, Graduate

3. in-person
7. Directors Caveh Zahedi (I Am a Sex Addict) 
and Pacho Velez (Searchers), editor Rafael Para 
(Sesame Street)
8. Directors Jazmin Jones and Sean Baker (The 
Florida Project)
9. Both
10. undergraduate per semester, $25,861; 
graduate per semester, $25,200
11. https://www.newschool.edu/academics/

University of California Los Angeles 
(School of Theater, Film, and Television)
1. 225 Charles E Young Dr E, Los Angeles, CA 
90095
2. Undergraduate and Graduate
3. In-person and remote classes
5. “The Department of Film, Television and Digital 
Media is undergoing a curriculum review of all 
graduate programs and will not be accepting 
applications for graduate admission for Fall 2021. 
The department expects to resume graduate 
program admissions for students entering in Fall 
2022.”
7. Producer Peter Guber, director Liza Johnson 
(Barry, Silicon Valley), VR director Gina Kim 
(Bloodless), screenwriter Phyllis Nagy (Carol), 
8. Directors Ana Lily Amirpour, Garrett Bradley, 
Marielle Heller, Justin Lin 
9. Both
10. Undergraduate Annual: non-residents, 
$43,012, residents $13,258, Graduate Programs: 
$13,036 annually for California residents, 
$28,138 annually for non-California residents.
11. tft.ucla.edu

University of California, Berkeley
1. 7408 Dwinelle Hall, University of California, 
Berkeley, California, 94720
2. Both
5. November 30: undergraduate, December 3: 
graduates
7. Director Jeffrey Skoller
9. Both
10. $5,701, undergraduate/graduate residents; 
$20,217, undergraduate non-residents; $13,272, 
graduate non-residents
11. filmmedia.berkeley.edu/

University of Colorado — Denver
1. 1201 Larimer St, Denver, Colorado, 80204
2. Undergraduate
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3. In-person classes with a larger selection of 
online and remote learning opportunities.
4. “Students have continued to receive a hands-
on education by making films that follow strict 
COVID protocols and utilize smaller crews.”
5. August 1st, January 1st, May 15th (fall, spring, 
summer) 
7. Director Eric Jewett (Party of Five, Weeds), 
Jessica McGaugh, Roma Sur, Edward Tyndall
8. DP Aaron Kopp (Saving Face), Director 
Hanna Ranch (Rolling Papers), Brock Byrd 
Cinematographer (The Walking Dead), (The 
Haunting of Hill House)
9. Both
10. In-state, $9,330/year (tuition & fees); Out-of-
state, $25,818/year (tuition & fees).
11. artsandmedia.ucdenver.edu/filmandtelevision

University of Colorado — Boulder
1. 316 UCB, Denver, CO 80309
2. Both
5. November 15 (freshman early action); January 
15 (freshman regular decision); June 1, fall 
deadline
7. Director/Animator Geoff Marslett
8. Director Derek Cianfrance

9. Both
10. Undergraduate estimated annual costs, 
$28,750, Colorado residents; $53,504, non-
residents. Graduate, $14,756 residents, $32,214 
non-residents
11. colorado.edu

University of Michigan
1. 6330 N. Quad, 105 S. State Street, Ann Arbor, 
Michigan, 48109
2. Both
3. In-person, with residence halls open at nearly 
80% capacity.
5. November 1 for early action, February 1 for 
regular decision
7. Writer Jim Burnstein, filmmaker David Marek, 
cinematographer Dawn Hollison
8. VFX Supervisor John Nelson, writer/ producer 
Anna Baumgarten
9. Both
10. $15,948 for residents; $52,266 for non-
residents
11. lsa.umich.edu/ftvm

NEWUNCW uncw.edu/gradfilm

MFAMA

FILM STUDIES FILMMAKING
              Accepting Applications September 15, 2021

DEVELOP YOUR CREATIVE VOICE

EXPERIMENT

DOCUMENT

ANIMATE

PRODUCE

DIRECT
WRITE

PUBLISH

STUDY GLOBAL FILM HISTORY

TEACH

CURATE

RESEARCH
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University of Missouri (Jonathan B. Murray 
Center for Documentary Journalism at the 
Missouri School of Journalism)
1. 243 Walter Williams Hall, Columbia, Missouri, 
65201
2. Undergraduate and graduate 
3. in-person 
4. Student interaction has been kept to socially 
distanced safety levels; lab facilities have been 
spaced for social distancing
5. Graduate Program is January 1 (fall) and 
September 1 (spring). Undergraduate is June 1
6. Each level of students has access to 
equipment and software from the most 
important manufacturers in the field. The 
equipment and facilities for the Documentary 
Journalism program are for the exclusive use for 
the students in that program.
7. Robert Greene, Filmmaker-in-Chief for the 
Jonathan B. Murray Center for Documentary 
Journalism (Kate Plays Christine, Kati With an 
I); Stacey Woelfel, Director of the Jonathan B. 
Murray Center for Documentary Journalism 
8. The program’s first graduating class was in 
2017. Since that time, its graduates have gone on 
to work in the nonfiction ecosphere in New York, 
Los Angeles and around the country.
9. Both
10. Graduate tuition for in-state students 
averages around $32,240 per year while out-
of-state students will pay $41,811 per year. 
Undergraduate tuition for in-state students is 
$13,264 per year with total costs (including room 
and board) estimated at $23,932 per yer. Out-
of-state undergraduate students pay $20,468 in 
tuition and fees, with total costs estimated to be 
$41,136 per year.
11. methodmfilms.com/

University of North Carolina Wilmington
1. 601 S College Rd, Wilmington, NC 28403
2. Undergraduate and Graduate
7. Filmmaker André Silva, filmmaker and Looking 
at Movies textbook author David Monahan, and 
film scholars Todd Berliner and Mariana Johnson.
9. Both
10. Undergraduate resident: $4400/year, non-
resident: $18508/year; graduate: resident: 
$4720/year, Non-Resident: $18548/year
11. uncw.edu/filmstudies/
12. Located in a thriving film production center, 
which is home to EUE/Screen Gems Studios, the 

Film Studies Department is a vital link between 
UNCW and the local film community. 

University of Pennsylvania
1. Fisher-Bennett Hall, University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia, PA, 19104
2. Both 
3. in-person
7. Nov 1 early decision, Jan 5 regular decision
8. Screenwriter Kathy DeMarco van Cleve, 
Animator Josh Mosley
9. Producer Fred Berger (La La Land), former Fox 
President Stacey Snider, writer Matt Selman (The 
Simpsons) 
9. Need
10. $54,652
11. upenn.edu

University of Pittsburgh 
1. 454 Cathedral of Learning, 4200 Fifth Avenue, 
Pittsburgh, PA 15260
2. Both
3. in-person
5. Rolling Admissions
8. Editor Douglas Crise (Birdman, Ocean’s 
Eleven), Writer/producer, Comedy Development, 
ABC Studios, Katherine Oyegun (This is Us, 
Queen Sugar)
9. Both
10. undergraduate, $18,628(resident), $32,656 
(non-resident); graduate, $23,530 (resident), 
$39,898 (non-resident)
11. filmandmedia.pitt.edu/

University of Southern California
1. 900 W. 34th St, Los Angeles, California, 90089
2. Both
5. December 1st, February 1st, and November 
15th, depending on the program
7. Screenwriter Howard Rodman, writer/ director 
Pete Sollett, editor and producer Mary Sweeney
8. Doug Liman
9. Both
10. undergraduate, $59,260; graduate, $36,415 - 
$53,39
11.cinema.usc.edu/production/
12. It's the school of George Lucas and also 
one of the most expensive schools on this list. 
Founded in 1929, USC was the first university in 
the country to offer a bachelor’s degree in film.

U
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Vanderbilt
1. Buttrick Hall 132, Box 125, Station B, Nashville, 
Tennessee, 73235
2. Undergraduate
3. in-person
5. November 1 for early decision, January 1 for 
regular decision/ ED II
7. Video artist Jonathan Rattner
9. Both
10. $54,840
11. as.vanderbilt.edu/cinema-media-arts/

Vermont College of Fine Art
1. 36 College St, Montpellier, Vermont, 05602
2. Graduate
5. July 30 (Priority); August 30 (Regular)
7. Directors Till Schauder, Terence Nance, 
Josephine Decker, Laura Colella
8. Directors Josh Koury and director Emilie 
Upczak
9. Both
10. $13,191 (6 months)
11. vcfa.edu/programs/mfa-in-film/

Wesleyan
1. 45 Wyllys Ave, Middletown, Connecticut, 
06459
2. Undergraduate
5. November 15 for early decision, January 1 for 
regular decision/ED II
7. Critic and journalist Jeanine Basinger
8. Directors Michael Bay, Ruben Fleischer and 
Miguel Arteta; Writer Akiva Goldsman
9. Need
10. $61,449
11. wesleyan.edu/filmstudies/

Yale University
1. 53 Wall St, Room 216, New Haven, Connecticut, 
06511
2. Both
3. Planning for in-person classes in fall 2021; 
everyone must be fully vaccinated.
5. November 1 (early action), January 2 (regular 
decision)
7. Director Jonathan Andrews, programmer 
Oksana Chefranova 
8. Film critics Wesley Morris and Bilge Ebiri, 
Directors Jeremy Garelick and Sandra Luckow
9. Need
10. $59,950, undergraduates; $45,700 graduate
11. filmstudies.yale.edu/
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A Colander in the River  
of the World
Natalia Keogan on decolonizing film  
studies and production courses in academia.

American film studies and production programs 
are undergoing a major structural overhaul. A 
long-burgeoning movement comprised of ac-
ademics and filmmakers are calling for the full 
decolonization of syllabi and cinematic offerings 
within these courses, which have historically 
foregrounded work by straight, white men as the 
pinnacle of what’s worth studying and emulating. 
Many academics and scholars hesitate to use the 
term “decolonize” broadly for fear of rendering it 
into a tepid buzzword (or worse, deflating the term 
to a borderline-meaningless liberal t-shirt slogan), 
yet it’s become an essential framework for many 
who wish to make meaningful changes within the 
confines of the ivory tower. “There is definitely 
harm in repeating the word in a hollow way,” says 
Keisha Knight, a Ph.D. candidate in film and visu-
al studies at Harvard University. “But I think it’s 
a useful conversation starter and a way to think 
about the process of disentangling our ways of 
thinking from the toxic parts of the systems we 
have inherited.” 

Haiti became the first liberated nation 
in Latin America, as well as the first independent, 
Black-led nation to emerge from Western colo-
nial rule back in 1804, but “decolonization” as a 
term did not see widespread adoption until the 
20th century. Particularly from the 1940s onward, 
the prospect of “decolonizing” literally meant to 
reclaim national autonomy. Of course, the neoco-
lonial tendrils of imperial rule—commerce, tour-
ism and coup d’états—have not been uprooted. 
Since then, decolonization has also come to be 
recognized as a cultural exercise, which is how it 
largely intersects with the production and analysis 
of cinema. The work of the late Jamaican-British 
cultural theorist Stuart Hall—who co-founded the 
now-defunct Birmingham School of Cultural Stud-
ies in 1964—still serves as one of the foundation-
al intellectual pillars in this area. His writing gave 
credence to the idea that popular culture, namely 
the sectors of film and television, were actively 
documenting struggles for power within broader 
society. “Popular culture is one of the sites where I
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this struggle for and against a culture of the pow-
erful is engaged: It is also the stake to be won or 
lost in that struggle,” he wrote. “It is the arena of 
consent and resistance.”

Edwin Martinez, a documentary film-
maker and professor in the film program at his 
alma mater, SUNY Purchase, believes that rec-
ognizing one’s own colonial thoughts and ac-
tions comes well before delving into decolonial 
discourse. “Decolonizing is the second step of 
changing something in a meaningful way,” he says. 

“The first step is to actually identify the coloniz-
ing action.” In a 2016 article for the International 
Documentary Association’s magazine, Documen-
tary, Martinez recounted his experience working 
on location while editing City of Trees, a feature 
about the D.C. nonprofit Washington Parks & Peo-
ple. While setting up his tripod to grab a seemingly 
innocuous shot of houses in the majority-Black 
Southside neighborhood, he and the rest of the 
crew were confronted by a local woman named 

Tameka, who argued that their presence was un-
wanted and unhelpful. This interaction not only 
led to transforming the eventual narrative of the 
film, it also allowed Martinez to reckon with the 
hidden colonial nature ingrained within the docu-
mentary form. 

“The brutal truth is that the history of 
documentary filmmaking is rooted explicitly in cul-
tural, racial, gender and class-based colonialism,” 
he wrote. “For decades upon decades, Western 
filmmakers—almost exclusively white men—trav-
eled to other countries and cultures to extract re-
sources (footage), which they would exploit (edit) 
for the benefit of their home culture (theaters, film 
festivals, PBS).” Over the phone, Martinez pulls no 
punches: “Documentary film was not built to lib-
erate,” he says, but rather “to capture and exploit 
the stories of real people for the consumer class.” 

By identifying the action on his part that 
inadvertently perpetuated the imperialist origins 
of the medium, Martinez has been able to steer 
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his documentary production students away from 
making these same egregious missteps by focus-
ing his classes on the inversion of traditional pow-
er structures. Adopting a collaborative and partic-
ipatory model, Martinez emphasizes that he does 
not position himself as an authority figure in the 
classroom, instead assuming a guiding role.

“We are a colander in the river of the 
world,” he says of the extra work professors must 
often perform to provide anti-colonial materi-
als for students. However, the benefit of making 
these resources more widely available within the 
university system is a necessary process for en-
acting real change. “Like [with] any institution, 
you have to navigate what you want to give to 
it and what you want to get out of it,” Martinez 
concludes. However, the burden of directly chal-
lenging the established academic canon, in film 
production and in cinema studies classes, nearly 
exclusively falls on the shoulders of students and 
faculty seeking different approaches.

For Joanna Hearne, an associate pro-
fessor specializing in Native American film stud-
ies at the University of Missouri, the prospect of 
decolonizing any realm of study must first reck-
on with the fact that this country was founded 
on Indigenous land. As a result of that, tangible 
resources need to be directed toward Indigenous 
filmmakers and creatives in the film industry. “De-
coupling the funding of Indigenous media from 
state control—as well as the profiting and licens-
ing system—would actually give Indigenous peo-
ple control of those resources without the strings 
that come attached,” she explains. Decoupling 
academia from debt would also aid decoloniza-
tion efforts, argues John Craig Freeman, an artist 
and full-time professor at Emerson College who 
accrued very little debt while attending univer-
sity within the California state school system in 
the 1980s and ’90s. “Anything that can eliminate 
student debt as well as ensuring that state insti-
tutions are as close to free as possible will make 
a lot more progress in the decolonization mission,” 
he asserts. “There’s an inherent paradox in forcing 
students to go into all this debt just to participate 
in a system that’s inherently unjust.” 

Gatekeeping in academia is also a con-
cern for Hearne, who has emphasized the impor-
tance of public screenings of oft-forgotten Indig-
enous films. One such title is Ramona, a 1928 
silent film directed by Chickasaw filmmaker Edwin 
Carewe and based on the novel by Helen Hunt 

Jackson. It was thought to be lost, but Hearne was 
one of the scholars who aided in the film’s resto-
ration before its 2014 premiere at the UCLA Film & 
Television Archive’s Billy Wilder Theater and sub-
sequent screenings at various American univer-
sities. “Those earliest films were built on images 
of Indigenous people—in fact, Indigenous people 
are at the center and the beginning of American 
film history,” says Hearne. “We can re-recognize 
and refocus that history.” Likewise, Artel Great, 
assistant professor of critical studies at the San 
Francisco State University School of Cinema—
and the first Black valedictorian of the UCLA 
School of Theater, Film, and Television—argues 
that upholding dominant power structures within 
cinema studies curricula is a deliberate effort to 
preserve a predominantly white, Eurocentric film 
canon. “The erasure of the contributions of Black 
filmmakers and film theorists from the film studies 
discipline is, ultimately, rooted in the maintenance 
of ‘whiteness’ as the dominant, seemingly invisi-
ble system of power in this country,” he says. “A 
decolonized curriculum would upset and disman-
tle this dynamic.” Cristina Kotz Cornejo, the chair 
of Emerson College’s Visual and Media Arts de-
partment (as well as the first Latina to hold a full 
professorship position in media production in the 
United States), notes that a knee-jerk reaction to 
decolonization efforts from white colleagues has 
indeed been apparent. “It becomes a question of 
re-educating yourself, and that’s harder for faculty 
that have been at it for years with a very particular 
set of ways that they teach,” she says. “Some are 
embracing it, and some are a little shell-shocked.”

However, Hearne is wary of equating the 
act of redefining what is considered valuable in 
the study and pursuit of filmmaking with being in-
herently decolonial—particularly when these pro-
grams continue to exist on colonized soil. “I’d like 
to avoid using decolonization as a metaphor,” she 
says, referencing Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang’s 
2012 paper, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor.” 
Tuck and Yang argue that there is innate harm in 
using a term cemented in the fight for Indigenous 
sovereignty to contextualize efforts being made 
to decentralize Western thought and pedagogy 
within universities. Despite the importance of in-
tegrating topics of decolonization in formal areas 
of study—which in itself has given rise to wider 
offerings of Indigenous studies courses—Hearne 
believes platforming concepts of “kinship and 
relationality” will in turn lead to “visual sover-
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eignty” for Indigenous filmmakers and portrayals 
onscreen. For Ellen Chang, a doctoral candidate 
in Cinema & Media Studies at the University of 
Washington, “One of the most immediate and 
easily discernible shifts can be found in the new 
hires and course offerings, as well as the faculty’s 
and students’ research interests. The recent at-
tention to media archaeology, rewriting film histo-
ries and historiographies, and film sounds, as well 
as the popularization of videographic criticism as 
a more accessible form of film analysis and film 
studies, can all be seen as part of the effort to 
decolonize cinema studies.”

Yasmina Price, who balances her work-
load as a Ph.D. student in the departments of Afri-
can American Studies and Film and Media Studies 
at Yale University with penning essays that high-
light “hidden” histories of Black cinematic contri-
butions, thinks that the prospect of decolonizing 
academia can appear oxymoronic. “For the most 
part, I don’t think you can decolonize those insti-
tutions any more than you can reform the police,” 
says Price, though she notes that activist efforts 
in the 1960s and ’70s that led to the creation of 
Black Studies programs is the closest academia 
has “ever gotten to ‘decolonizing’ anything.” 

Doubting that institutions rooted in a 
history of genocide and imperialism are capable of 
changing is valid. Perhaps this is why some of the 
most forward-looking programs that discuss de-
colonization within the spheres of film production 
and theory are operating outside of the university 
system. One such effort is the recently launched 
first edition of Film Futura, a self-described film 
school alternative that promotes “a decolonizing 
approach to the PAST, PRESENT, and FUTURE 
of film history, practice, and radical cinematic 
possibilities.” Equipped with a tentative syllabus 
alongside a variety of esteemed educators and 
panelists whose work spans academic and cine-
matic disciplines (Knight and Price among them), 
Film Futura drew more than 250 applications from 
prospective students ranging from “novice teen-
agers to 40-something Ph.D. holders,” to apply for 
a spot in the 85-seat, six-week summer program. 

“After reading through the Film Futura applications, 
it was obvious that folks who went to film school 
didn’t get the experience they anticipated,” says 
co-creator Ruun Nuur. The work in this mission to 

“decolonize” must come not only from those who 
seek to educate, but from individuals making a 
concerted effort to step outside of the confines of 

the established canon. “I really do believe if you’re 
genuinely interested in film, either as a cinephile 
or a filmic practitioner, it’s your duty to set a clear 
intention on your motivations and curiosity to 
seek new perspectives,” she says. 

“The history and industry of cinema is 
gloomy and it’s easy to feel jaded or complacent 
about it,” elaborates fellow Film Futura co-creator 
Ingrid Raphael. “Things are indeed possible out-
side of the canon—it‘s all about the approach, the 
direction and, most importantly, the politics.” 

 

 
 

 
 

Natalia Keogan is a freelance film writer 
based in Queens, New York. Her work has been 
featured in Paste, Blood Knife Magazine and 
Filmmaker, among others. Find her on Twitter 
@nataliakeogan
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096  

KNOWLEDGE  
CAN BE SCARY
Erik Luers reports on the University  
of Pittsburgh’s Horror Studies Archive 
and their collaboration with the  
George A. Romero Foundation.
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No North American city is more synonymous with Bronx-born George Romero 
than Pittsburgh. A trip to the nearby Monroeville Mall (the setting of Romero’s 1978 
satirical screed on mass consumerism, Dawn of the Dead) brings you face-to-face 
with the horror director himself—a bronze bust of Romero’s head greets shoppers 
outside Dick’s Sporting Goods. 

When the filmmaker unexpectedly passed away in 2017, he was at work 
on his newest sequel, Road of the Dead, in Toronto. News of his death from lung 
cancer prompted online tributes from the film community, not that Romero would 
have encouraged any public-facing praise: “I had asked him once when we were 
playing Scrabble when he was sick, what he thought his legacy would be or how he 
thought people would remember him,” Suzanne Desrocher-Romero, widow of the 
late filmmaker, recalls. “He responded, ‘Meh, nobody cares.’ Those words freaked 
me out. I couldn’t believe it.”

While a 50th anniversary celebration of Night of the Living Dead—titled 
“Romero Lives!”—had been planned for 2018 by University of Pittsburgh (Pitt) film 
and media studies professor, Adam Lowenstein, Romero’s death altered those 
plans until his wife offered to attend in his place. “When Suze is in the room, she’s 
essentially bringing George into the room with her,” Lowenstein recalls, “and it 
energizes everyone. The event then became something much bigger and citywide.” 

Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   97Filmmaker_Master File_20210628_J.indd   97 6/28/21   8:33 PM6/28/21   8:33 PM



098 FILM SCHOOLS

With the backing of Pitt and local poli-
ticians, the event featured an anniversary screen-
ing of Night of the Living Dead and lectures and 
moderated panels where passionate fans and 
collaborators came together to break down their 
work on Romero’s extensive filmography. After-
ward, Lowenstein and Desrocher-Romero began 
contemplating a way to honor the filmmaker’s leg-
acy year-round. “I hired a lawyer, got a 501(c)(3) 
going and followed the forward momentum,” Des-
rocher-Romero remembers. The George A. Rome-
ro Foundation (GARF) was born and, soon after, 
an official partnering with Pitt, which agreed to 
permanently house Romero’s vast collection with-
in its University Library System, the acquisition a 
founding archive for the world’s very first Horror 
Studies Working Group.

The partnering of GARF and Pitt felt 
destined, not least because Night of the Living 
Dead star Duane Jones was an alumnus of the 
university. (He was posthumously honored with 
the Foundation’s Pioneer Award last year.) Rome-
ro’s collection is organized in nine categories: 
scripts, production materials, publicity materials, 
promotional materials, legal documents, corre-
spondence, photographs, moving image media 
and props and realia. Everything from various 
screenplay drafts to behind-the-scenes stills and 
a foam replica of Ella the Monkey (the leading pri-
mate in Romero’s 1988 feature Monkey Shines) 
are included. 

While the Horror Studies Archive was 
founded with the acquisition of Romero’s col-
lection, it has since grown to include the work of 
other artists, including horror poet Linda Addison, 
horror author Kathe Koja and writer-director (and 
Romero collaborator) John Russo. Lowenstein, 
who oversees the program for the University, sees 
the Working Group as the umbrella over a number 
of different initiatives in film theory and produc-
tion. “Historically, [Pitt] has been a ‘film studies 
only’ program,” Lowenstein says. The school had 

“an external partnership with the now-defunct leg-
endary cooperative Pittsburgh Filmmakers, where 
students could take production courses for paid 
credit with filmmaking faculty. It was a wonderful 
relationship that lasted for many years, but after 
several financial difficulties, Pittsburgh Filmmak-
ers shut down in 2019, and Pitt had to bring all 
film production courses in house in a sudden and 
unexpected way.”  While all camera equipment, 
now provided by Pitt, is primarily digital, most of 
the faculty has expertise in traditional analog film 
production, owing to their involvement with Pitts-
burgh Filmmakers.

With the Romero archive now available 
to them, some students have taken to creating 
documentaries, such as Making the Romero Doc-
umentary: Horror in a Pandemic and A Tribute to 
Duane Jones, that incorporate their findings. An 
online event featuring a discussion of the student 
film George Romero & Pittsburgh: The Early Years 
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was held in March via the recently launched GARF 
Network, a streaming platform whose virtual 
events have further cemented the Foundation’s 
equal commitment to educational resources and 
horror fandom. Other recent virtual events have 
included anniversary reunions of the talent re-
sponsible for werewolf cult favorite The Howling 
and the Canadian slasher My Bloody Valentine. 
An IndieCollect restoration and streaming release 
of The Amusement Park, Romero’s 1973 long-un-
seen film commissioned by the Lutheran Society, 
has further helped raise the Foundation’s profile, 
and more restorations of early Romero works are 
forthcoming.

Undergraduates can get involved by 
applying to the University of Pittsburgh’s film and 
media studies major. The department grounds 
its film studies and production tracks in horror. A 
more advanced course of study is available via a 
specialized track, “Horror Genre As a Social Force” 
Scholar Community at the University Honors Col-
lege. As made evident by Romero’s films and the 
countless directors he inspired, horror can be as 
much social commentary as it is gorefest. One 
needn’t stretch too hard to note the similarities 
between Duane Jones’s character in Night of the 
Living Dead and Daniel Kaluuya’s in Jordan Peele’s 
Get Out. On the day of Romero’s passing, Peele 
even tweeted out a photo of Jones, rifle in hand, 
with the caption “Romero started it.” Recent guest 
lecturers have included Sonia Lupher, known 
for Cut-Throat Women, an inclusive database of 
women working in horror film production around 
the world, while guest speakers like the creators 
of the 1995 Black-led anthology Tales from the 
Hood (from Pittsburgh native Rusty Cundieff) 
have participated in virtual Q&As.

For future plans, establishing a George 
A. Romero Horror Studies Center housed at the 
University of Pittsburgh is paramount. As a “mul-

tidisciplinary academic center dedicated solely 
to horror studies,” the website says, the Center 
will provide a hub for the “long-standing inter-
est among undergraduate students of producing 
low-budget horror films by offering workshops 
with visiting filmmakers and developing Pitt’s con-
nections with horror-associated production com-
panies for possible internship and post-gradua-
tion employment opportunities.” The Center will 
also establish a major and a minor in horror stud-
ies, while providing fellowships and scholarships 
to filmmakers from underserved communities.

While both GARF and Pitt seek to hon-
or the late filmmaker, students are encouraged to 
forge their own creative path. “We’re not trying to 
grow other George Romeros,” foundation presi-
dent Desrocher-Romero makes clear. “We’re try-
ing to grow and cultivate artists who see things 
differently than others. Otherwise, they will get 
lost in the corporate bullshit! It’s hard enough 
finding the money to make the things you want to 
make. It’s a difficult business.”

Difficult, indeed. In the years since 
Romero’s death, the world has seen unprecedent-
ed attacks on democracy, the furthering of the 
wealth gap and the proliferation of global health 
crises. The rise of social justice movements ad-
vocating for equal rights has led some to revisit 
Romero’s films for notes on a way forward. “He’s 
almost more relevant now than he was when he 
was alive, certainly in the last few years,” Des-
rocher-Romero agrees. “He used to use that ex-
pression, ‘I can’t even get arrested,’ as he had 
ideas and scripts that he would pitch, only to 
be told, ‘We love you, George, but,’ and nothing 
would come of it. Now, people are speaking about 
George and about his work and who he was as an 
artist more than ever. So, I think we’re doing our 
job.”  
To learn more, visit georgearomerofoundation.org 
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The blingier elements of the NFT 
marketplace have dominated  
recent headlines, but NFTs and the 
blockchain have transformative 
potential for the film industry.  
By Scott Macaulay

“One week, I didn’t know what an NFT was,” says producer 
and director Adam Benzine. “Seven days later, I had the first 
film out as an NFT, and seven days after that, CNN wanted 
me on as an expert on NFTs.”

Benzine is referring to a time just a few months 
ago—March 2021—when his documentary, Claude 
Lanzmann: Spectres of the Shoah, a 2015 short about the 
maker of the classic Holocaust documentary Shoah, was 
announced as the “first Academy Award nominee to be re-
leased as an NFT.” Issued on the Rarible NFT trading site, 
Benzine’s NFTs (they were released in a limited edition of 10) 
went for 200 ETH (Ethereum coin) each, which, at the time, 
equaled about $375,000. (Buyers also received a director’s 
cut download and a signed digital poster.)

“I have an undergraduate degree in computing, so 
I was able to get my head around the technicalities fairly 
quickly,” Benzine says. “The main thing was getting around 
what went inside the NFT—the token—itself. One of the 
reasons film people have been slower than music or visual 
arts folk to adopt NFTs is because the allowable file sizes 
are so small. The maximum upload size on Rarible is 30 
mbs. So, what people are buying is really a digital certifi-
cate of authenticity—the right to say they own one of 10 
first-edition copies of a documentary about the maker of 
Shoah.”

But while Benzine was able to enter the NFT histo-
ry books early, he hasn’t yet cashed in on his status—none of 
the NFTs have sold. “Kids will pay $200 for an NFT of a fart,” 
he says, “but they don’t necessarily want an Oscar-nominat-
ed Holocaust film.” That said, the venture was more about 
experimentation and promotion—the film was released on 
Vimeo on Demand in April—as about re-monetizing his film. 

“It was an opportunity to stake out a little corner of mov-
ie-making history at a moment where the excitement of radi-
cal innovation intersected with the prestige of an established 
cinematic pedigree,” Benzine says.

Benzine’s NFTs may not have sold, but success-
ful NFT sales of everything from farts to Tweets to copies of 
New York Times articles to visual art has fueled something of 
a gold rush—or, as the director says, “a tulip mania”—across 
the media landscape these past six months. But what is an 
NFT—or, properly, a non-fungible token? It differs from a 

After the 
Goldrush
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fungible token, which, like a unit of currency, cryp-
to or otherwise, is interchangeable. One dollar 
equals another dollar; one bitcoin equals another 
bitcoin. Existing on the distributed internet led-
ger known as a blockchain, a non-fungible token 
represents, theoretically, a unique asset, whether 
that’s a digital work of art embedded within the to-
ken or, as in Benzine’s limited edition, a certificate 
of authenticity referring to something outside the 
token. Within the film world at the moment, NFTs 
are one part of an evolving conversation around a 
variety of new technologies and protocols (cryp-
tocurrencies, smart contracts, the blockchain) 
that hold the potential for solving longstanding 
business, distribution and even creative challeng-
es. “You’re behind if you don’t know what they 
are,” says Elizabeth Strickler, director of Media 
Entrepreneurship and Innovation at Georgia State 
University’s Creative Media Industries Institute, 
about the role NFTs have to play in the creative in-
dustries. “To think that NFTs are going to solve all 
your problems would be naive, but it would also be 
naive not to understand these new developments 
and to not pay attention to what’s going on.”

Depending on who’s writing it, the his-
tory of NFTs goes back to 2012, with the develop-
ment of Colored Coins—small units of currency 
on the Bitcoin blockchain that could represent 
digital assets. Two years later, in 2014, the Coun-
terparty peer-to-peer financial platform, also built 
on the Bitcoin blockchain, allowed users to create 
their own assets and trade things like digital me-
mes and Pepe the Frog trading cards. Also in 2014, 
technologist Anil Dash collaborated with artist 
Kevin McCoy at a New York hackathon, where 
they decided to create a solution for a problem 
faced by McCoy: the widespread copying, without 
attribution or royalty, of the artist’s images across 
Tumblr. Their answer—what Dash described 
in The Atlantic as “a blockchain-backed means 
of asserting ownership over an original digital 
work”—led to the creation of what is often called 
the first NFT, McCoy’s “Quantum.” 

Cut to today, and, in addition to a Ho-
locaust documentary, one can buy as NFTs dig-
ital kittens (CryptoKitties), punk rockers (Cryp-
toPunks) and virtual sneakers (Nike). A collage 
work by digital artist Beeple sold at a Christie’s 
auction in March for an astounding $69 million. 
One can even buy an NFT of a dunk by LeBron 
James (one, from a game against the Sacramento 
Kings sold for $208,000) as part of NBA Top Shot, 

one of the most mainstream NFT platforms, with 
more than 800,000 users. 

There’s been a rush toward NFTs from 
individual filmmakers like Benzine as well as film 
companies. Just a few of the former include Jillian 
Mayer, a Filmmaker 25 New Face, who issued an 
NFT of her short film, I Am Your Grandma, on its 
tenth anniversary in April; Romanian director An-
drei Ujica, whose NFT, 25 Pieces of Space Time, 
represent the first second of images captured by 
a 35mm camera in outer space; and Kevin Smith, 
the veteran director (Clerks, Red State) who, with 
his podcast and other ventures, has been adept 
at extending his independent filmmaker brand 
to other mediums. He plans to sell his latest film, 
the horror anthology Killroy Was Here, as an NFT, 
with the token purchaser receiving the hard drive 
files of the film as well as Smith’s obligation to do 
publicity. “This way, we bring somebody else into 
the game, somebody who’s never done it before, 
and you become an instant distributor—you get 
to monetize in the real world,” Smith told Input 
Magazine of the strategy. And what if nobody bids 
up the price? “So, even if somebody wants to buy 
the NFT for like 10 bucks, it’s a huge fucking story, 
even if it’s a story of failure.”

Another independent filmmaker using 
NFTs as both a distribution mechanism as well as 
a publicity tool is Matt Hartley, who made his sci-
ence fiction film Silhouettes using live actors, CGI 
and stock footage during the pandemic. With pro-
ducing partners Arpine Nazaryan and Shiv Rajago-
pal, he’s teaming up with executives from Block-
stream, Pixelmatic and the Litecoin Foundation to 
release the film this summer as an NFT, as well as 
develop an audience base for future projects. NFT 
purchasers will receive some sort of access code 
for the film, as well as “tokenized goodies and col-
lective digital assets.” To avoid the high “gas fees” 
(transaction costs) of platforms using Ethererum, 
the Silhouette team is creating their own “state-
of-the-art” platform that will connect to users’ ex-
isting crypto wallets and will accept Litecoin and 
liquid bitcoin at a modest cost. “I think cryptocur-
rencies and NFT is a place for unconventional me-
dia to really thrive,” says Hartley. Noting that much 
of the art sold on the blockchain is “overpriced 
and expensive,” Hartley says he and his team are 
trying to create “a little bit more of a next-Net-
flix model, for lack of a better terminology, in the 
blockchain space.” As for the digital collectibles, 
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Hartley says they’ll be issued in tiers, where “the 
first 100 purchasers get one kind of goodies and 
the next 2,000 get another set. We’re going to re-
ward the initial people with more extra stuff. We’re 
hoping to build a fan base, and we want to con-
tinually bring out new content, including another 
project we’re hoping to shoot in the fall.”

Companies exploring the potential of 
NFTs and the blockchain with recently announced 
new divisions and initiatives include tax credit 
lender Forest Road, which is creating a platform 
built around its own token, IndieNFTs, allowing cli-
ents to enter the NFT market; distributor Cinedigm, 
which has launched Fandor Selects, an NFT label 
available across different marketplaces that will 
feature classic films from the library of the indie 
streamer in limited edition packages; and talent 
agency UTA, which, as reported in Forbes, is cre-
ating a “digital assets practice” to advise clients. 
Said UTA Chief Innovation Officer Brent Wein-
stein, the agency will advise clients “on whether 
they should do an NFT drop and, if so, how to do it 
in the most successful way.”

Independent filmmaker H.P. Mendoza 
(Bitter Melon) reports being contacted by several 
tech-savvy filmmaker friends, who suggested he 
turn some of his existing IP—but not his feature 
films—into NFTs. “I’ve made humorous pandem-
ic pieces that live online as tweets and pandemic 
videos,” he says, “and a lot of it seems cultural-
ly relevant in the landscape of NFTs.” When he 
spoke to his agency, A3, about these plans, it con-
nected him with its own new NFT division. He’s 
currently preparing an “influencer video” introduc-
ing himself as a creator to NFT marketplace Nifty 
Gateway, as well as considering releasing a film 
commissioned by the Svane Family Foundation 
about Noah’s Arc as an NFT this fall.

Attorney Steven Masur, partner and 
founder at MGA, affirms Mendoza’s strategy, rec-
ommending filmmakers look beyond their own 
features when considering NFTs. Saying that 
NFTs are not a “re-creation medium,” he urges 
independent filmmakers to think of new assets 
that could be minted as NFTs. “For example, out-
takes,” he says, “something unique that nobody 
has seen before and that might have a celebrity 
in it, because you have to have something to drive 
interest.” He also cautions filmmakers to under-
stand the rights issues that could undergird an 
NFT—music rights, for example, or actor reuse 
fees. “People are minting film and music as NFTs 

and then selling them, and in some cases that in-
volves copyright infringement.” 

Karol Martesko-Fenster, chief operat-
ing officer at Abramorama and Filmmaker’s found-
ing publisher, has been working with different 
companies in the blockchain space and concurs: 

“Like the original dotcom days, there’s a lot of hype 
and a lot of not-ideal practices out there. The only 
way forward in the film space is to not get mired in 
chaotic rights situations.” He cites NBA Top Shot 
as an example of the sort of licensing that needs 
to occur, as the National Basketball Association 
and developer Dapper Labs, the company behind 
CryptoKitties, worked with the National Basket-
ball Players Association to license the perfor-
mances of individual players. 

But looking beyond the current wave, 
a number of producers and executives are look-
ing for NFTs, crypto and the blockchain to do 
more than offer new ancillary revenue streams 
and marketing possibilities. Talent discovery, fi-
nancing and more efficient, equitable and trans-
parent payment and royalty mechanisms are the 
goals. Says Strickler, “All those people that scroll 
by in the end credits of a film: How can we use 
technology to be more nuanced, or more granu-
lar, about their contribution and what they receive 
in return?” She continues, “The idea is that smart 
contracts”—computer code that automatically 
executes an agreement—“could say that people 
in one category get five percent every time a mov-
ie is sold, and people in another get one percent 
or .01 percent. Or, if a film plays on television after 
midnight, the royalty is .001 percent.” 

With such innovation could come struc-
tural changes in the distribution business itself. 
For example, the moving of film sales to the block-
chain could further weaken traditional territorial 
sales models, already under attack by streamer 
global rights deals. “With cryptocurrency, there 
isn’t really a nation-state anyway," says Strickler. 

"Talking about selling a film to Taiwan, for example, 
is kind of laughable because, you know, the cloud? 
I think of each of these blockchains as a nation 
more than I would think of Taiwan as a nation.”

One tech company making block-
chain-based applications to address film distri-
bution and sales issues is Breaker, whose sister 
company, Breaker Studios, develops and finances 
a slate of films. “We’ve developed a framework for 
smart contracts that actually reflects the complex 
logic of entertainment contracts,” says Jake Craven,  
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vice president, content partnerships. “Gross per-
centage fees, recoupment of negative costs, dis-
tribution fees—and all the way down to last-mile 
net participants—we’re looking at the full water-
fall for the asset.”

Rather than tie a film to an NFT, Breaker 
is “focusing on fungible tokens,” says Craven, “be-
cause they represent a better use case for man-
aging rights and intellectual property. A film is a 
bundle of rights, and you’re splitting up each right 
with different participants. Being able to actually 
have multiple tokens that represent a percentage 
of an asset, or a piece of IP, makes more sense to 
us than using an NFT.” 

Craven describes Breaker’s application 
as “software as a service, a platform where any 
creator can manage the flow of revenue, account-
ing and participations tied to their film, project or 
album.” Addressing issues of currency fluctuation 
and ease of use, the Breaker software has “what we 
call the dollar, or fiat, on-ramp, so it can collect rev-
enue from different sources. If you have a tokenized 
asset that’s only available on one marketplace, that 
doesn’t reflect the reality of film distribution. Audi-
ences are everywhere, and you need to be able to 
exploit your film everywhere.” 

Breaker’s platform also uses what’s 
known as a stable coin, USDC, an Ethereum token 
that’s tied one-to-one to the U.S. dollar. Says Kim 
Jackson, an independent producer (Blue Caprice, 
Antarctica) who is Breaker’s CEO and co-found-
er, “We’re very focused on the independent cre-
ator because it’s almost impossible these days to 
sustain a business revenue source to be able to 
continue to make movies on a consistent basis. 
There’s got to be a better way for us to track rev-
enue and be able to tell our investors in real time 
what’s going on. And as a businessperson and 
producer, it would be nice to have access to the 
business information, which we immediately get 
cut off from when we sign on the dotted line.”

“This is a long game we’re playing here,” 
continues Jackson. “This is the future. The tech-
nology is undeniable, and it’s coming, whether we 
like it or not.” 

The Breaker platform is currently in 
closed beta, but it’s being used to manage all the 
revenue for Breaker Studio’s productions and ac-
quisitions, including Down with the King, directed 
by Diego Ongaro, which premiered this year in the 
ACID section at Cannes. 

American Zoetrope, the legendary pro-

duction company established more than 50 years 
ago, has founded a nonprofit, Decentralized Pic-
tures, that is coupling a film fund with a platform 
built on the blockchain that will grow a community 
around the discovery and support of new artists, 
with a particular focus on underserved and under-
represented communities. NFTs will just be one 
part of Decentralized’s larger platform. Explains 
Roman Coppola, co-founder and director, “The 
proposition is to create a user-friendly site that 
allows budding filmmakers to put their material up, 
share it with the community and have it be recog-
nized for its virtues through what we call a ‘user 
consensus algorithm.’” Adds Primavera Di Filippi, 
a permanent researcher at the National Center of 
Scientific Research in Paris who is on the compa-
ny’s board of directors, “Value can be extracted 
by the people who have been contributing to the 
discovery [of filmmakers] based on the quality of 
their consultation.”

Says Michael Musante, American Zoe-
trope vice president of production and acquisi-
tions and co-founder of the Decentralized Pic-
tures Foundation, “We are using the efficiencies 
of the blockchain to curate talent and content 
and, hopefully, a new generation of filmmakers. In 
a year or two, we would love to say that we have 
launched careers and found artists who other-
wise wouldn’t have been able to break into Holly-
wood, which is somewhat, relatively speaking, an 
insular community. Decisions about who and what 
gets financed are centralized and made by a small 
group of people. We’re trying to open that up, cre-
ate a new lane to allow filmmakers to get noticed. 
One of the great things we intend this application 
to do is create a constituency behind a project, a 
film proposal, before it’s been shot or introduced 
to the world.”

Decentralized Pictures shared a demo 
of their platform, which they plan to launch this 
fall, with Filmmaker. It’s reminiscent in parts of 
other platforms that also connect projects to 
financiers, fans and audiences, but with a far 
greater use of data analytics and with an incen-
tive structure that looks to solve what co-founder 
and developer Leo Matchett calls “the drinking 
from a firehose problem” that has affected other 
sites with public submission portals. All activity 
on the Decentralized platform revolves around a 
new “film credit.” It costs film credits to submit a 
project, which could be a treatment, sizzle reel or 
other materials, and members of the community 
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can earn film credits—which can be cashed out 
as dollars—based on their early support of a proj-
ect, the quality of their feedback and, really, any 
interaction on the blockchain. Users are able to 
build their own reputation scores; projects can re-
ceive scores based on the perceived worth of par-
ticular qualities, such as, for a doc, social impact. 
Decentralized Pictures will create rewards that 
will go to projects that rise to the top, and when 
projects attract the attention of industry, those 
deals, which can occur outside the platform, will 
return revenue to Decentralized Pictures itself, al-
lowing the community of projects to grow. When 
projects are submitted, Coppola underscores, “All 
the rights are retained by the artists. If we wind 
up providing finance for a project, then we’re just 
like any other financier—we get a return on that 
investment. But that investment goes back into 
this pool of funds housed by this charitable orga-
nization.” When Decentralized Pictures launches, 
they’ll have partnerships in place with many film 
schools as well as studios, production companies 
and agencies.

While many blockchain-based compa-
nies in the United States are being careful around 
equity fundraising within the crypto space, as the 
Securities and Exchange Commission’s regula-
tions are evolving, one company that is explicitly 
using the blockchain to enable various financ-
ing models is Canada’s BlockFilm. In March, the 

“producer-driven” financing platform announced 
an exemption order from the Ontario Securities 
Commission “to launch ‘tokenized’ production 
financing opportunities for the content creation 
industry by leveraging TokenFunder, Canada’s 
first regulated digital securities issuance and 
trading platform,” according to the company’s 
press release. “The decision allows BlockFilm to 
bring content producers—both established and 
emerging—together with accredited investors to 
finance independent media productions. The plat-
form supports the creation of compliant financial 
instruments (security tokens) to fund and support 
project budgets. The security tokens (covering 
equity, debt and/or revenue share methods of fi-
nancing) represent the underlying fractionalized 
ownership or debt instruments that provide con-
tent producers with unprecedented and efficient 
access to new sources of private capital…. In-
vestments in BlockFilm projects are transferable 
among accredited investors.” A number of estab-
lished producers are working with the company, 

as well as industry players such as co-founder 
Charlotte Mickie, a veteran of the international 
foreign sales scene.

Then, there are the filmmakers who are 
thinking about the ways NFTs and the blockchain 
can transform not just production, financing and 
distribution but the very definition of an audience, 
and even the definition of a film itself. Talking to 
a number of people thinking along these lines, 
there’s an echo of Kevin Kelly’s influential 2008 
essay, “1,000 True Fans,” which argued that cre-
ators needed to have direct relationships to just 
1,000 hyper-motivated (and paying) fans to build 
and sustain a career. Blockchain technology of-
fers the possibility of involving these superfans 
in more meaningful ways, which include not just 
financial participation but also authorship roles. 
Asks filmmaker and technologist Lance Weiler, 

“Can films be art prior to their completion?” He 
cites Zia Anger’s performance piece, My First 
Film—which was developed iteratively, changed 
with each performance and, through the use of 
AirDropped photos to audience members, in-
volved the audience in the actual piece—as the 
sort of work that could combine ticketing with 
smart contracts and the connecting of crypto 
wallets. Weiler is working on his own “crazy exper-
imental deep-fake horror film” and says, “What if 
I took 40- to 60-second loops, and the only way 
it could be shown is in the way different audienc-
es assembled it? And what if audience members 
could see royalties from the way they recreated 
the piece?”

Not surprisingly, the production com-
pany MEMORY (Riel Roch-Decter and Sebastian 
Pardo), which got behind Anger’s piece, is in the 
midst of developing work involving NFTs and the 
blockchain that it will announce later in the year. 
Writes Pardo, “We’ve been aware of the discon-
nect between the cultural value of a work and its 
financial value, and I think NFTs are an attempt to 
bring those values closer in line with each other. 
And that works both ways—there’s cultural value 
in being an early adopter of something innovative, 
important, transformative that previously could 
never transcend anything other than ‘having good 
taste’ or maybe becoming an ‘influencer.’ By di-
rectly participating in the creation of something, 
you can have not only a spiritual sense of invest-
ment but [a] financial one, too. And the system 
can create things that have the potential to be a 
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reflection of a medium, of our times, of ourselves in ways 
never before possible.”

With established Hollywood entities rushing into 
the NFT space, setting up new divisions and companies, 
some producers are looking forward to new entities that 
would be truly independent, with no middleman, using the 
blockchain coupled with what’s known as a Decentralized 
Autonomous Organization, or a DAO. A DAO is a nonhierar-
chical organization whose rules of governance are developed 
by its entire community of participants and executed accord-
ing to smart contracts. Bankless, for example, began as a 
newsletter and then podcast about decentralized finance. 
Subscribers to the newsletter got badges, and when Bank-
less started a DAO, every subscriber who had a badge got to-
kens in the new DAO and could vote on the company’s future 
direction and financial decisions.

Says, Martesko-Fenster, “DAOs are key for us as 
filmmakers” going forward in the blockchain space. “When 
you combine the use of blockchain technology to raise funds, 
then combine that with a DAO, you have an interesting sit-
uation for independent storytellers,” he says. “You could 
replace the idea of raising funds through an LLC. The mech-
anisms are all electronic based, completely secure, and if 
you’re investing in a piece of the IP, your piece would be ap-
portioned and paid out directly.” 

Martesko-Fenster says that integral to the cre-
ation of functioning DAOs in the film space “will be, first, the 
legal aspects; then, the financial technology; and then, the 
player aspects.” For a film to live entirely within the block-
chain—as opposed to some of the ventures written about 

here, where the films ultimately reside across the broader 
distribution landscape—he believes that a highly secure NFT 
player and a system of copyright stamping will be needed.

Then, of course, there are the more basic and imme-
diate issues surrounding the “gas fees” mentioned by Hartley. 

“Putting something up on the blockchain and then making a 
transaction around it, the fees were anticipated to be minimal, 
like .001 percent,” says Strickler. “But so many people have 
come in at one time and the energy consumption is so large 
that the gas fees have become really high.” File sizes allow-
able on the blockchain will have to increase. Then, there is the 
high energy cost of mining cryptocurrency, although Ethereum, 
upon which many platforms are being built, is moving from the 
energy-consuming proof-of-work protocol to a proof-of-stake 
protocol, a switch that could be complete by the end of 2021 
and reduce the currency’s power consumption needs by a 
factor of at least 100, according to Ethereum founder Vitalik 
Buterin at a Hong Kong conference this year.

If all this potential for independent filmmakers 
seems exclusively tied to the work of technologists, develop-
ers and regulators, that’s not entirely the case, says Strickler. 

“For every industry this technology touches, there ha[ve] got 
to be very knowledge people about the industry itself involved. 
It requires so much collaboration to make something ‘smart.’ 
So, I want independent filmmakers to know and understand 
that their knowledge is really valuable. It’s not like there’s a 
whole new group of people who are going to do NFTs, and 
they’ll be left out. A filmmaker’s understanding of how the 
current ecosystem operates is completely necessary, and 
this is what needs to be matched up with the coders.”
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DIGITAL FRAGMENTS
Lance Weiler on experimenting with story  
on the blockchain.

Origin Story
The pilot announces that we’ll soon be pushing 
back on the tarmac, and I start to spread out. Just 
then, bursts of laughter cut through the air, and 
the expectation of a spacious flight to Los Ange-
les rapidly disappears. It’s 2018, and I watch as 
a pair of 20-somethings, who look as if they’ve 
just stepped out of a panel at Comic-Con, come 
bounding down the aisle. Both are wearing cat 
ears attached to a plastic arch that rests on their 
heads.

Settling into the two empty seats by my 
side, they are animated, their chatter is infectious. 
When I hear their conversation turn to breeding 
kittens, I finally ask the one sitting next to me 
what they’re talking about. There’s a brief silence 
before they reply and tell me that earlier that day, 
they sold a CryptoKitty to a collector in Japan for 
$15,000.

Powered by the blockchain, CryptoKit-
ties are “bred” by spending cryptocurrency that 
leverages smart contracts to authenticate the 
ownership of these so-called kitties, which are, 
in fact, digital assets. Smart contracts are code 
stored on a blockchain. They memorialize the 
terms of a contract when predetermined condi-
tions are met. By removing the need for interme-
diaries, the smart contract can quickly automate 
workflows when certain predetermined events or 
conditions occur. In other words, smart contracts 
are a layer to the blockchain that ensures that 
what the parties deem important is executed ac-
curately, efficiently and with transparency.

The Rise of NFTs
CryptoKitties are an early example of what are 
now referred to as nonfungible tokens (NFTs). 
NFTs are a way to assign transferable owner-
ship to a digital asset, a sort of cryptographical-
ly signed certificate of provenance similar to the 
kind of documentation that traditionally accom-
panies a collectible item or work of art. (It’s also 
worth noting that the transfer of an NFT does not 
signify the transfer of its copyright.)

During the past six months, NFTs have 
exploded in popularity. There have been a slew 
of press stories, some of which were even turned 
into NFTs by the likes of The New York Times and 
Quartz and auctioned for large sums. NFT-related 
companies appear in top VC investment portfo-
lios, and the entertainment industry is using the 
tech to discover new IP as well as to market and 
promote existing film and TV properties. SNL even 
satirized the trend in a skit this past spring. 

But what will remain after the hype 
around NFTs fades rests in the potential of smart 
contracts combined with the ability for a transac-
tion to be authenticated, both of which are foun-
dational to the decentralized nature of the block-
chain.

Despite their exciting potential, I have 
philosophical and environmental concerns about 
NFTs. They have ushered in a gold rush that en-
courages scarcity and, in some instances, the 
elimination of digital works from the internet. For 
instance, the Davies-Carr family made the remov-
al of their viral video “Charlie Bit My Finger” from 
YouTube a condition of the sale of their NFT. Their 
objective: limit access to drive up the price. (After 
the 55-second clip sold at auction for more than 
$750,000, the buyer ultimately decided to leave 
Charlie and his brother Harry on YouTube.) Mean-
while, environmental concerns have led me to 
switch from Ethereum, which uses a method—a 
proof-of-work protocol—that incentivizes those 
who mine it to use extreme amounts of energy, 
to the Tezos blockchain, which uses the more 
eco-friendly proof-of stake protocol.

With that said I’d like to share some of 
my recent learnings as well as thoughts on how 
the blockchain, smart contracts and NFTs can aid 
the development, production and distribution of 
media work.

Open Source, Transparent and Diverse
In early March, I found my way onto Hic Et Nunc 
(HEN), an open-source crypto art creation and 
collection platform. What makes HEN unique is 
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that it is owned by its community. Those who use 
HEN have a say in the design, direction and gover-
nance of the platform.

While only a few months old, HEN has 
become the largest marketplace, in terms of daily 
traffic and transactions, for crypto art. As I write 
this article, HEN has upward of 20,000 artists 
from around the world, and more than 150,000 
pieces of art have been uploaded to the platform.

A strong and growing aspect of HEN 
is the diversity of its community. In spring 2021, 
HEN artists Amelie Maia and Tais Koshino set up 
DiverseNFTArt to support and amplify the voices 
of women, BIPOC and LGBTQIA+ artists. To date, 
they’ve twice staged OBJKT4OBJKT, large, plat-
formwide initiatives that have artists creating and 
exchanging art in an effort to encourage an inclu-
sive artistic community.

There also have been numerous fund-
raising efforts on the platform. Artists donate 
works, with proceeds of their sale supporting 
efforts related to social causes such as climate, 
education and/or political reform. The fundraising 
model is interesting in that it leverages the plat-
form’s secondary market feature, which any artist 
can use. When minting an NFT, which is called an 
OBJKT on the platform, HEN artists are able to 
set a royalty of 10 to 25 percent that is collected 
and paid instantly every time a work is resold. This 
emerging secondary market on HEN is driven by 
the platform’s strong and growing artist/collector 
base.

Experimentation
In addition to being more eco-friendly, Tezos’s 

“minting” costs a fraction of other cryptocurren-
cies, which means that users can add art to the 
blockchain for less than a dollar. Using Ethereum, 
on the other hand, can cost more than $100 per 
artwork on some platforms/marketplaces.

The reduction in cost buoys to the ex-
perimental nature of HEN. Artists are willing to 
take risks, and the result is an interesting mix 
of OBJKTs. I’ve come across static (illustrations, 
paintings, graphic novels, text), audio based (mu-
sic, stems, podcasts, sound effects), video (ani-
mations, docs, narrative, experimental films) and 
interactive (generative art, games, 360 images 
and AI- or code-based experiments).

HEN has an open API that enables the 
community to create OBJKTs in response to exter-
nal data sets. For instance, I’ve been experiment-

ing with an interactive OBJKT for my immersive 
documentary, Where There’s Smoke. The project, 
which started as an experience for four people set 
inside a 1,400 square foot storefront, premiered 
at the 2019 Tribeca Film Festival. Slated to travel 
in 2020 as a physical installation, the project was 
reimagined amidst the pandemic as a virtual ex-
perience for 100 or more participants. The virtual 
version of Where There’s Smoke subverts produc-
tivity tools like Zoom and Miro (a whiteboarding 
platform) and turns them into collaborative story-
telling and sense-making tools.

Where There’s Smoke explores life, loss 
and memory through the lens of my dad’s battle 
with cancer and my obsession to discover the 
truth about two mysterious fires that devastated 
our family before my dad died. The aesthetic of 
the piece is the feeling of being clouded as you 
attempt to navigate the nonlinear process of grief.

I’m leveraging OBJKTs in two ways for 
the upcoming shows of Where There’s Smoke. In 
both cases, participants of the immersive show 
will be given an opportunity to purchase art in the 
form of HEN OBJKTs (NFTs that will then become 
part of the work). 

1 — Data collected during the live per-
formances will be based on participants’ interac-
tions and will shape the OBJKT over time. For ex-
ample, things the audience types, clicks on, moves 
and/or rearranges within the Miro board will be 
captured and converted into a series of condition-
al statements. If a number of participants type a 
certain phrase or word or they all gather around 
an object in the Miro board at the same time, or if 
they move or rearrange a specific element with-
in the board, the artwork/OBJKT they purchased 
before the show will begin to fade. Over a number 
of shows, the data collected will alter the piece of 
art, making it darker and darker until it disappears. 
The OBJKT they have collected will fade over time, 
just like memories do.

2 — The ticketing for the show will be 
done via the selling of art. Each ticket is an OB-
JKT—a piece of art that I create using one of my 
dad’s firefighting photographs as a foundation. My 
dad was a volunteer firefighter and amateur fire 
scene photographer. He shot thousands of 35mm 
slides of things in various states of burning. The 
art becomes a ticket for the immersive show as 
well as the means to download a digital book that 
we’ll be releasing in 2022. Those who purchase 
the art will have the opportunity to resell it and 
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keep the proceeds. Meanwhile, we will see a 10 
to 25 percent royalty in perpetuity, no matter how 
many people collect or sell the work.

Smart contracts and generative worlds
An exciting opportunity to leverage the blockchain 
for storytelling resides within smart contracts. The 
current thinking around NFTs is based on an old 
mindset—one of scarcity. Yet we find ourselves 
in a digital world of abundance. What if the block-
chain and smart contracts could be harnessed 
as a creative expression that empowers collabo-
ration while providing a level of personalization? 
What if the transactional nature of the blockchain 
could be used to build worlds, create characters 
and shape stories? Each microtransaction on the 
blockchain can set a cause and effect into mo-
tion, specified within series of smart contracts. 
Elements of such an approach can be seen in the 
customization of CryptoKitties or in the way that 
the community at the center of HEN is shaping the 
direction of the platform.

At Columbia University School of the 
Arts’ Digital Storytelling Lab (Columbia DSL), 
we’re launching a new open prototype to explore 
our futures, digital and physical, by creating story 
blocks using the language of fairy tales and the 
blockchain. During the next year we’ll be laying the 
foundation for a “copyleft” collaborative storytell-
ing experiment that challenges the authorship 
and ownership of stories. Building upon previous 
Columbia DSL works, such as Sherlock Holmes 
& the Internet of Things and Frankenstein AI, the 
goal of the fairy tale project will be to examine the 
cultural, ethical, political and technological impact 
of emerging decentralized technologies. We find 
ourselves at a critical crossroads where we have 
the ability to help shape the next generation of 
technology that could radically shift the way that 
stories are funded, produced and distributed

Lance Weiler is a storyteller working in 
film, tv, theater, games and code. He is the 
director of the Columbia University School of 
the Arts’ Digital Storytelling Lab.
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VIDEO RESOURCES

How to set up a Temple Wallet
https://youtu.be/t_fjVIasoAc

How to set up a Kukai mobile wallet
https://youtu.be/FfSvnUIqa3s

How to Mint (upload) an NFT
https://github.com/hicetnunc2000/hicetnunc/wiki/Intro-
duction
https://youtu.be/0FPQ6XR8upk

How to Swap (sell) an NFT
https://youtu.be/H8LMWDezlPU

How to access the HEN Community
Wiki: https://github.com/hicetnunc2000/hicetnunc/wiki
Discord: https://discord.gg/jKNy6PynPK
Twitter: http://twitter.com/hicetnunc2000
Instagram: http://instagram.com/hicetnunc2000

How to discover NFTs
• Vertical Crypto, founded by Micol Apruzzese, is a hub for all 
things related to Crypto Art: https://verticalcrypto.art

GETTING STARTED WITH NFTS ON HIC ET NUNC

• Pop Twig is a collective of curators, collectors and artists 
whose mission is to aid the discovery of art on HEN: twitter.
com/poptwig (Disclosure: I’m part of the collective.)
• This discovery tool by Mark Knol enables you to sort through 
art on the platform by price, tags, creator and so on: https://
projects.stroep.nl/hicetnunc

Where to find events
• Hicathon, a gathering of the HEN community, focuses on 
the design, direction and governance of the platform: hica-
thon.xyz/
• Columbia DSL hosts monthly HEN meetups, as well as stag-
ing large global collaborations. Our latest is a blockchain fairy 
tale: http://digitalstorytellinglab.com

How to locate tools
Hic et Nunc Tools is a repository of community-created tools 
and resources to improve the HEN experience: https://www.
hicetnunc.tools/

Where to learn more about hosted files
If you are concerned about how your media (photo, video, 
audio) is hosted, you can learn more about how hic et nunc 
supports IPFS pinning here: https://youtu.be/mFuPAxFKn-k

Hic Et Nunc (HEN) launched in March. The site and interface 
have been growing rapidly and are still evolving. Here is how 
to get started on the platform.

Setting up a wallet
Your wallet will hold your cryptocurrency and en-

able you to buy and sell. It’s also how you connect, or log in, 
to HEN. We’ll focus on the Temple and Kukai wallets, which 
at different points have been recommended by HEN. These 
options store your data locally on your computer.

When setting up a wallet, you’ll be presented with 
an automatically generated 8- to 12-word seed phrase. You’ll 
need the seed phrase to recover your wallet or to install it 
on another computer. Make sure you write down your seed 
phrase and put it in a safe place. If you lose the seed phrase 
or it falls into someone else’s possession, you will not be able 
access or recover your wallet, which means you will lose your 
money.

Once you have downloaded your wallet browser 
extension, you’ll want to make sure it’s accessible. For exam-
ple, in Chrome and Firefox you can pin it, so it’s always visible 
as an icon in your toolbar.

Connecting to HEN
Once you have your wallet, you’ll want to go to 

hicetnunc.xyz. At the top right of your screen you’ll see the 
word “sync” next to three stacked lines. Click on “sync.” A 
popup will appear, and you’ll be prompted to connect your 
wallet. You should see the wallet you’ve installed as the 
first option. Click on it to connect to the site. Once you’re  

connected, the word “sync” will become a string of letters 
and numbers. This is your wallet address, and it indicates 
that you’re now connected to HEN.

Getting Tezos
Once you’ve connected your wallet to HEN, you’re 

going to need a transaction on the blockchain to initiate your 
account. There are three ways to do this.

Purchase Tezos via a coin exchange like Kraken or 
Coinbase. (Please note that in some states, like New York, 
you may not be able to purchase Tezos from a coin exchange 
owing to regulatory difficulties with the state’s BitLicense.)

Have someone send you Tezos to help you get 
started. Just make sure you give them the correct wallet ad-
dress.

Apply to the Tezos Fountain at HEN, which will pro-
vide you with a small amount of Tezos to get started. Access 
the form here: https://forms.gle/9NnshQ92tjs4JPw46

After you’ve activated your account, you’ll be able 
to buy Tezos via a coin exchange or by visiting https://tzkt.
io/yourwalletaddress. After the final forward slash add your 
wallet address. (It starts with tz**.)** Once you include your 
wallet address, this link will take you to your ledger, where 
you’ll be able to see all your transactions. Toward the top of 
your page, you’ll see a link that says “buy Tezos with a credit 
card.” Click on the link. (Once more, you won’t be able to 
purchase Tezos with a New York billing address.)

Congratulations! You’re now ready to start minting 
NFTs!
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