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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         
            ‘A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably.’
            
 
            Ludwig Wittgenstein,
            
 
            Philosophical Investigations, 
            
 
            translator, GEM Anscombe, 1935; Oxford, 1997, No. 115

         
 
         On 26 June, 1997, George Lucas stepped onto the set of his latest film, Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace for its first day of filming. After three years of preparation, consisting of scriptwriting, computer previsualisation, and the assembly of a special effects team and digital camera crew, he was finally ready to commence shooting (though perhaps recording would be a better term) the latest chapter of his ongoing space opera saga. Shot in England, Tunisia and Australia, Phantom Menace cost an estimated $115 million to make, all of the money raised by Lucas himself.
         
 
         Some years later, in May of 2006, a user named Lonelygirl15 began posting her video diary on the website YouTube.com. Named Bree, she was a home-schooled teen who was experiencing new roiling emotions under the influence of the outside world. Her films captured her in activities that ranged from rating different cookie brands to exploring a friendship with ‘Daniel’, an older boy. In her videotaped, emotional peregrinations, Lonelygirl15 was adding video imagery to a fund of movies that already amounted to over one million posts since YouTube.com first started. Founded in February of 2005 by three former employees of PayPal, a controversial online banking system that has inspired the birth of websites decrying it, YouTube quickly became one of the most visited locations on the Internet, premised on its being a public forum for amateur videos, news clips, music videos, pornography, television commercials and rare TV footage.
         
 
         Lonelygirl15’s posting came at a time when YouTube was proclaiming to enjoy visitations from over 100 million clip-viewers every day, ready to view the 65,000 new video clips that were added daily. Lonelygirl15 proved to be just one of thousands of people who posted their own video blogs. She brought realisation to Francis Ford Coppola’s comment about the advances in moviemaking technology – as captured in Fax Bahr and George Hickenlooper’s 1991 documentary, Hearts of Darkness (about the making of Apocalypse Now):
         
 
         
            To me, the great hope is that now [sic] these little 8 millimeter video recorders and stuff are coming out some people who normally wouldn’t make movies are gonna be making them and suddenly one day some little fat girl in Ohio is going to be the new Mozart and make a beautiful film with her father’s little camera recorder and for once the so called ‘professionalism’ about movies will be destroyed, forever, you know, and it will become an art form.
            

         
 
         Lonelygirl15, however, turned out to be a hoax, or more generously, an experiment by a pair of filmmakers, Miles Beckett and Greg Goodfried, who were attempting to generate interest in their work. Bree turned out to be the actress Jessica Lee Rose (among whose films was the Lindsay Lohan vehicle I Know Who Killed Me). But still, her movies did what most filmmakers hope their work will: they sparked viewing and commentary. The show and its creators were already represented by the agency CAA. Yet despite the revelation of the show’s fictional basis, the resultant solo website, LG15.com, made its debut in the summer of 2006, garnering 150,000 viewers a month there and 300,000 a month on YouTube, where it is still posted.
         
 
         These filmmakers from extreme ends of the filmmaking spectrum have one thing in common. Both Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace and the works of Lonelygirl15 are independent films. One could go so far as to say that they are true independent films, more so than the rash of indie films that preoccupied critical discussion throughout the 1990s, most of which were financed by film studios or distributors of one level of power or another. Seen from the perspective of the work of both George Lucas at one end, and of Lonelygirl15’s Beckett and Goodfried, as mentioned above, independent cinema is something of a myth, a bogus term, a false genre.
         
 
          
         Almost every book or article or review about independent cinema begins with the author grappling with definitions. Typical is a review of writer-director Rian Johnson’s Brick in The Economist (of 20 May 2006) which begins, ‘Defining “independent films” is not easy. Small films? Films that premiere at Robert Redford’s Sundance Festival? Films made outside the studio system?’
         
 
         These are all good answers, posing as questions. What is independent cinema? Is it a school of filmmaking, or is it really simply an economic category, a marketing tool? Can filmmakers ever be truly independent within the context of commercial cinema? And, however it began, hasn’t independent cinema by now developed its own style, evolved into a distinct genre?
         
 
         The reader of The Economist suddenly realises that this seemingly simple word ‘independent’ proves to be as illusive or allusive as the many other words that we take for granted, which, as we start to unravel them, prove complex; words such as ‘yet’, ‘free’ and ‘reality’. And it is clear that over time ‘independent’ as an adjective used to describe a movie has altered, be it in the context of commercial or critical usage. In fact, how critics, professional filmmakers and moviegoers have used the word ‘independent’ over the years helps to chart just what an independent film is even as the definition fluctuates with changing models of film production.
         
 
         The phrase ‘independent cinema’ as we now mostly use it came into common parlance around 1977, and strictly speaking served as a designation for movies made outside the confines of traditional financing, distributed by companies that were not aligned to the big Hollywood studios. Though the exhibition business itself usually uses the term ‘specialty films’ for art house or non-Hollywood product, Harvey and Bob Weinstein, then of Miramax, seized on the word ‘independent’ as a marketing tool.
         
 
         Among the films released in 1977 was David Lynch’s first feature, Eraserhead, initially distributed by Libra Films, a company that existed from around 1971–1982, and also released Cousin, cousine and The Atomic Café. Joining Lynch’s film that year was Joan M Silver’s parody of life at an underground newspaper, Between The Lines, distributed by Midwest Films, a company that existed solely to distribute Silver’s work – which amounted to three films, the first of which was Hester Street (1975). In addition, there was John Waters’s fifth feature film, Desperate Living; his first feature, Mondo Trasho, had been released in 1969, but he first became widely known for Pink Flamingos, distributed in 1972 by Saliva Films, which existed long enough to release three of Waters’s features. Alan Rudolph’s first feature Welcome To LA was another 1977 release, which made its debut at the Seattle Film Festival in 1976, produced by Robert Altman’s company Lions Gate. Altman sold Lions Gate in 1981 and it has since evolved into the most successful non-American film production and distribution company (it is based in Vancouver, BC).
         
 
         By contrast, here’s what the mainstream studios released in 1977: Fox opened Star Wars, which made $202 million, Universal offered up Smokey and the Bandit, which made $126 million, Columbia released Close Encounters of the Third Kind, which made $116 million, Paramount distributed Saturday Night Fever, which made $94 million and a movie star of TV actor John Travolta. In addition, MGM released Neil Simon’s love comedy The Goodbye Girl, which made $41 million. One could argue, though, that Star Wars was, in essence, also an independent film, because director George Lucas financed it himself and sold only the distribution rights to Fox, as he would with all subsequent sequels in the series. An analogous person from the world of genre film is George A Romero, a commercial filmmaker who in 1968 formed a small company with a group of friends to film a horror movie outside Pittsburgh called Night of the Living Dead. It went on to become not only a big commercial success but one of the most significant influences on pop culture.
         
 
         The box office for 1977’s independent films, on the other hand, is unknown or at least unofficial, but the budget for Eraserhead was $100,000, and Desperate Living cost $65,000, mere fractions of the financing that went into the majors’ releases.
         
 
         The short-lived small companies that sprang up to distribute these independent directors’ films also included, or were soon joined by, larger enterprises such as Circle Releasing, Savoy, Phaedra, October, Gramercy, Trimark, Island, Alive, Live, Goldwyn, Avenue, Vestron, Artisan, Strand, Cannon, New Line, Fine Line and Miramax. All were founded on the principle that audiences had an appetite for non-conformist films stripped of the predictable or familiar story structures of Hollywood cinema, and dealt with issues or political and social concerns ignored by the studios. At the same time, however, many of these companies conducted themselves like mirror images of their studio antecedents, wheeling and dealing to outbid each other for ‘product’ at film festivals and movie markets, and merging with each other, or simply failing into disappearance. An amusing insider’s look at how independent films are made is Tom DiCillo’s Living in Oblivion (1995).
         
 
         A thumbnail sketch of the history of October Films summarises the volatile nature of independent film distribution companies from the 1970s on. Bingham Ray, then an executive unhappy at Avenue Pictures, and Jeff Lipsky, an executive frustrated at Skouras Pictures, founded October Pictures in 1991 (taking the name of the company from Sergei Eisenstein’s film, according to Peter Biskind’s Easy Riders, Raging Bulls). Their initial desire was to distribute Life is Sweet, British director Mike Leigh’s kitchen sink account of life under Margaret Thatcher. October subsequently went on to distribute a wide range of European films (The Cement Garden, Cemetery Man), documentaries (The War Room), and American indie titles (Ruby in Paradise, The Last Seduction). In 1997, Universal Pictures bought a controlling interest in the company, then sold its shares to media entrepreneur Barry Diller, who merged it with Gramercy Pictures (in existence since 1992) and renamed the resultant whole USA Pictures. Meanwhile, Universal itself passed through ownership by Seagrams, Vivendi, before finally ending up in the hands of NBC. In 2002, Vivendi acquired USA, merged it with another acquisition, Good Machine, and re-dubbed the result Focus Features, which, as of the time of writing, is the art film arm of NBC-Universal’s Universal Pictures.
         
 
         October was only one of several small distribution firms designed to ferry low-budget or specialty films into theatres but that quickly evolved into or were replaced by complex corporations that were independent in name only. Others from the late 1970s onwards have simply disappeared. In such an unstable or protean commercial world, definitions end up transitory, provisional, quickly co-opted.
         
 
         Yet ‘independence’ under one label or another has existed within or on the fringes of commercial moviemaking since its inception. The very first films were independent, in their own unique way, because movie studios as we know them didn’t exist until the early teens. Since then the sort of film that we now gather under the sole rubric independent was called at various times experimental, underground or avant garde. Other terms include specialty films, art films and fringe filmmaking. One could also argue that foreign films were for a time the contemporaneous equivalent of independent cinema. Film maudit, or cursed or disreputable film, is another less used designation, but appropriate for the early films of John Waters and David Lynch. And, arguably, drive-in pictures, grindhouse films, and even stag films and other pornographic works can contain elements or go by standards that affiliate them, to varying degrees, with what we now call independent cinema. America’s long history of exploitation films gave birth to the career of African-American director Oscar Micheaux, who financed and physically distributed his films himself. He is the predecessor not only of Spike Lee, whose first movies were student films or independently made, such as She’s Gotta Have It (1986), but also Melvin Van Peebles (Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song [1971]), and Charles Burnett (Killer of Sheep [1977]).
         
 
         
               

         
 
         In reaching for a definition of independent cinema, it helps to understand what so-called independent cinema is, or believes it is, independent of. In a word, that would be Hollywood. But behind that word is a world of complex interconnections, hierarchies and stages of transition in advancing both a work of art and a commercial property. Hollywood is both a literal place and a state of mind; a factory and a philosophy.
         
 
         The thumbnail history of Hollywood is simple. Once motion picture production technology was invented in the United States and Europe, it was almost immediately put to commercial use. Kinetoscopes, which required single viewers, were soon replaced by movie theatres, which could accommodate multiple viewers and were more in line with the live theatrical presentations that people were used to, particularly as cinema dropped documentary recordings of reality in favour of fiction. In the first few years of the cinema, Thomas Edison’s cameras were leased to groups of filmmakers who struck deals for their product with national exhibitors. By the end of the teens, these disparate groups had formed into stable narrative fiction-making enterprises. The enormous cost of movie producing made the application of the assembly line attractive to investors. This, coupled with the fact that moviemakers were settling in the (then) relatively remote Hollywood, made it feasible for diverse visionaries to establish film studios, where films could be manufactured to the public taste. As movies became a national mania through the 1920s and 1930s, the seven studios – MGM, Fox, Paramount, Warner, Columbia, RKO, Universal – consolidated the very power to make movies amongst themselves. Large Mitchell cameras and 35mm film were prohibitively expensive to other filmmakers who might want to break in.
         
 
         Speaking broadly, in its early days the filmmakers and the exhibitors ‘owned’ the movie industry; but with the rise in the medium’s popularity came the creation of studios for movie mass production and control of cinema fell into the hands of banks and corporations. By the end of the 1920s, the movie industry was run by a small number of studios, themselves owned or controlled by corporations or banks on the east coast.
         
 
         In their ‘golden age’, from the 1930s through the early 1950s, the significant studios were like large theatrical companies. They trained performers and technicians, provided costumes and sets, processed the physical films, advertised them and showed them in their own theatre chains. ‘Talent’ was hired, trained, exploited, and rose to fame based on a combination of physical appeal, studio mandated publicity, and background networking of all varieties. Movies essentially served the stars, enhancing their images, while at the same time, particularly after the implementation of the Hays office guidelines for tasteful presentation in the early 1930s, shrinking from troublesome realities. Soon there was a national dichotomy between the real world and the ‘dream factory’. Filmmakers bristled under the factory’s restraints, but went along with them, occasionally pushing the boundaries toward more frankness and political realism.
         
 
         An exception to this system were the so-called Poverty Row movie studios that included Monogram and Republic. The experiences of directors such as Nicholas Ray, Orson Welles, or Edgar G Ulmer in these studios, as well as those of later directors who worked for companies such as American International, which specialised in drive-in movies, mirrored that of filmmakers in the indie studios of the 1980s and 1990s. They had some freedom as long as they supplied certain components of marketable content. But even in these impoverished studios, conflicts still existed between money and artistic vision. Studio interference existed, just as it did in the majors. Creative ideas were often compromised for big financial returns.
         
 
         The role of independent cinema in today’s popular imagination is that of the rebel child against this corporate ‘adult’ world of assembly-line filmmaking. If the studios are often less cookie-cutter-like in their approach to filmmaking than critics claim, the so-called independent film is often less ‘independent’ than it appears to be. To offer a movie that is wholly financed by the Disney Corporation, as most Miramax movies were from 1995 on, and label it ‘independent’ is simply ludicrous. In both the past and present, changes in the movie industry have come not from within, but via threats from without: competition from foreign films, vast changes in public taste, and severe governmental challenges to studio locks on production and exhibition.
         
 
         Numerous factors, such as the separation of the studios from ownership of theatres, labour relations and the advent of commercial television, led to the declining power of the movie studios after the end of World War Two. Producers formerly associated with studios broke away to go it alone, though still remaining tied to the studios via development deals, or ‘first-look’ options, whereby the studio gets first refusal of a producer’s new fare. By the 1960s the movie studios, as creators of film, were moribund. Henceforth, the big seven would be primarily distributors of other people’s movies, while the studios themselves were gobbled up by large conglomerates (Paramount by Gulf and Western for a time, though it’s currently owned by Viacom). This change didn’t necessarily make it easier for outsiders to break into moviemaking, however.
         
 
         Periodically, Hollywood allows outsiders into the fold in an effort to revitalise itself, like a vampire seeking new victims. One such epoch was that of the late 1960s and early 1970s, traditionally referred to simply as Seventies films. Movies associated with this movement include Easy Rider, Five Easy Pieces, Chinatown, Carnal Knowledge, Coming Home, and scores of others. During this era, new talents were allowed to express themselves.
         
 
         Today, film fans talk about how much they love American cinema of the 1970s but when modern filmmakers pay homage to the films of their youth no one goes to see them. Three recent such examples were the films Zodiac, Breach, and The Good Shepherd. All three are expensive, well-mounted, serious, moody films about real events, and each adopts different aspects of 1970s films as colours on its palette. Breach’s look and feel has its roots in All the President’s Men, The Good Shepherd evokes The Godfather Part II, and Zodiac draws on numerous 70s films set in San Francisco, such as Dirty Harry, for its look, particularly in its interiors.
         
 
         All these films ‘flopped’ at the box office, perhaps because word of mouth suggested they were slow and anti-dramatic. But then most of the films from the seventies that are now heralded as masterpieces were also flops. And many of them tended to be measured and static. The Paper Chase, for example, one of the few indie-style hits of the time, is surprisingly slow paced, ponderous and oblique in its storytelling, additionally hampered by passages of shallow, out-of-date humour.
         
 
         Soon enough, however, movies were popular again and the invitations to outsiders dried up. Throughout the 1980s, the movie studios, mutatis mutandis, conducted themselves much as they did in the 1930s, though arguably with even less soul. Now, what the studios do is create or co-opt franchises with brands, such as X-men, Batman and Indiana Jones. In response, what the so-called independent studios do, with the exception of Miramax’s division Dimension and New Line, is create a brand with a director, Quentin Tarantino, say, or Ang Lee.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Each era’s fringe filmmaking gets the label it deserves. It also gets the filmmakers it deserves. Economic conditions fluctuate and prevailing cultural trends may wither the ambitions of some, while others overcome difficulties to create works that seem diametrically opposed to the current trend of filmmaking.
         
 
          
         The rise of independent film mirrors advances in lightweight and inexpensive filmmaking technology. Kodak introduced 16mm film in 1923 and gradually its utility for newsreels and documentary, and later television, made it popular in the industry, but Kodak intended it for use by the amateur market. Home use of film didn’t really take off until the introduction of much more accessible 8mm film, originally made available in 1932 but reaching its peak of popularity from the late 1950s onward. However, artists and aspiring filmmakers took advantage of the 16mm format to dabble in cinema, so Maya Deren, for example, could make a film such as Meshes of the Afternoon, just one of many ‘non-film’ people who were able now to encroach on the art of cinema.
         
 
         An early example of an ‘independent’ film is The Life and Death of 9413, a Hollywood Extra; a movie about the movies, it uses the world of filmmaking as the basis and setting for a tale of existential absurdity. Written by Robert Florey and Slavko Vorkapich, and directed by and starring Florey, the film is about one Raucourt (played by Jules Raucourt), aka 9413. He has come to Hollywood dreaming of fame, but ends up at the bottom of the cinematic food chain with a number on his head; in a phantasmagoric ending he ascends to heaven, where the number is finally removed. Shot by cinematographer Gregg Toland, who went on to film Citizen Kane, at 11 minutes it was categorised simply as a short film, but in spirit it attempts to shed the imperialism of Hollywood, criticising or shunning its closed system of values, possibilities, and narrative strategies, already apparent by the 1920s, and instead say something ‘true’ about social interaction and human potential.
         
 
         Florey had already directed several feature films (The Romantic Age [1927]; Hello New York [1928]) by the time he made this short, but as a French man out of his own country it’s possible he felt an empathy with Raucourt’s plight and existential crisis. He ended up as one of a league of filmmakers generally referred to, and not without a measure of admiration, as Hollywood professionals, toiling on little-remembered titles. After The Life and Death of 9413, Vorkapich went on to have a modest if long career in Hollywood, primarily as an editor and special effects technician, though he did direct around ten films. He died in Spain in 1976, three years before Florey.
         
 
         Another Hollywood professional who flirted with ‘independence’ as we perhaps know it today was Texas-born director King Vidor (1894–1982). In 1934, he released Our Daily Bread. Spurned by the studios, Vidor financed the film himself, eventually getting a $125,000 bank loan with his house as collateral, bitterly paradoxical given that the banking system receives a lot of criticism in the script. Our Daily Bread recounts the trials and tribulations of a young couple (Tom Keene, Karen Morley) who idealistically work a tough spit of land with an accumulated co-operative of eccentrics. The story ends with a thrilling sequence in which the collective attempts to build an irrigation ditch in a race against time. The editing of this sequence is very much in the spirit of Soviet films of the era, and the film received a certificate of merit at the 1935 Soviet International Exposition of Film. The ambiguity of this embrace is probably rooted in the film’s own ambiguity, neither fully left nor right, populist nor egalitarian, and it was released in America by United Artists at a time when, given the economic climate, stories about working people were surprisingly sparse on the screen. Suffice to say, Vidor’s example was not followed, by Vidor himself or anyone else for some time.
         
 
         Meanwhile, in Europe, French playwright Marcel Pagnol (1895–1974) turned to filmmaking in 1933, essentially giving up the theatre, a controversial move at the time, given his new-found prestige. Films such as Merluse (1935), Topaze (1936) and Cesar (1936), all based on his own plays, proved equally popular with the public. Later films such as The Baker’s Wife (1938) were set in the rural peasant environment that he favoured, and often based on adaptations from the work of Jean Giono, who specialised in such milieux. More recently, the 1986 art house hits Jean de Florette and Manon of the Spring have been adapted from his novels. European film financing worked completely differently from the American model, and Pagnol created his own production company, Les Auteurs Associes. Financed by and then staffed with relatives, the company proved successful. He ceased making films in the mid-1950s, just as his early work was being reevaluated by critics such as Andre Bazin, whose arguments in defence of his films helped elevate Pagnol’s body of work; and it served as one of many inspirations for the French New Wave.
         
 
         In the United States filmmaking equipment was slowly becoming more accessible to the public. In response, ‘amateurs’ from all walks of life began to try their hand at the art form. Among them were Maya Deren (1917–1961), a woman on the fringes of the New York art scene of the 1940s, and her husband Alexander Hammid, a photographer. They collaborated on Meshes of the Afternoon (1943), a sardonic, heavily ‘Freudian’ and symbolic film – though the symbolism appears to derive entirely from a private lexicon – that looms large in film history for the inspiration it generated.
         
 
         Meanwhile, in Southern California, people who grew up on the fringes of Hollywood acquired lightweight cameras, gathered friends, and made ‘weekend’ short films. Kenneth Anger (born in 1927) made the gay-themed Fireworks (1947) in his parents’ house while they were on a trip. His then-friend Curtis Harrington (1926–2007) directed and starred in Fragment of Seeking (1946) and Picnic (1948). Eventually Harrington entered the film business proper, making a series of campy horror films with interrogative titles such as Whoever Slew Auntie Roo? and What’s the Matter with Helen? Anger stayed on the outside, making increasingly ornate and private short films while also compiling the gossip books Hollywood Babylon and Hollywood Babylon II. Anger and Harrington, as well as later underground filmmakers such as George Kuchar and Jack Smith, found moviemaking to be an alternative environment in which they could explore their sexuality and the underground culture at the time. In this regard, underground films of the 1940s through to the early 1970s were true independent films: independent of corporate financing but also independent of prevailing social dictates or prejudices.
         
 
          
         In the American film business, the studios traditionally control financing, exhibition and, most importantly, distribution are dealt with by different but aligned companies. Therefore, throughout most of film history, it has been difficult to make a ‘major motion picture’ outside that system. A filmmaker might manage to gather enough money to rent the equipment to shoot the film, but once it’s completed, how can he or she find a way of showing it to people? Salt of the Earth (1954), like Our Daily Bread, was a rare exception. Directed by Herbert J Biberman, and written by Biberman with Michael Wilson, the film told the story of the Grant County, New Mexico, miners’ strike, which occurred only a few years before Biberman made the film. It chronicles the difficulties that Mexican-American mine workers faced when they struck for wages equal to those of their Anglo-American co-workers (among other issues) and shows the resolve of the miners’ wives when they take up the cause themselves at the end.
         
 
         Salt of the Earth was produced entirely outside the Hollywood system, and thanks to its subject matter, which included labour and union matters, race relations and the feminist movement, the United States government and the media harassed the production and the film itself. The film was pro-labour and pro-union, and partially financed by the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers, believed to be a mostly communist-affiliated leadership. Media response to the film was mostly harsh. Reviewer Pauline Kael gave the film one of its most negative reviews, writing in Sight and Sound in 1954 that Salt of the Earth was ‘as clear a piece of Communist propaganda as we have had in many years’.
         
 
         Director Biberman was a member of the group who came to be known as the Hollywood Ten, who, when called to testify about their supposed communist leanings, served six months in prison for refusing to co-operate with the body set up for that investigation, the House Un-American Activities Committee. Afterwards, he lived mostly in European exile.
         
 
         Influenced by a mix of Pagnol, Roberto Rossellini and the Neo-realists, and also film criticism, the French New Wave in its turn influenced Hollywood cinema during the time that new talents were gaining a footing. The New Wave stood in opposition to what the movement’s in-house newsletter, Cahiers du cinema, called the ‘tradition of quality’, which makes the New Wave independent cinema at least in spirit. What directors such as Jean-Luc Godard, Francois Truffaut, Claude Chabrol, Jacques Rivette and Eric Rohmer seemed to share was a liberating feeling that they could do anything, whether it be shoot on the street, make political statements, or knowingly mimic and quote their favourite Hollywood films. The business model of European film production is different from the US system and will be discussed in more detail later but in general suffice to say it’s more receptive to dissenting views and serious subject matter.
         
 
         Through biographies of film stars, writers and directors, a reader quickly learns that many of the members of the studio system were frustrated with its anodyne product and restrictive subject matter, especially actors who came out of the theatre and studied new approaches to the form such as Method acting. John Cassavetes (1929–1989) is a good example of a truly independent filmmaker who emerged in frustration from the studio system to go against the grain of mainstream filmmaking ideas. Like Orson Welles, much of his screen acting after the early 1960s was for the purpose of raising money to fund his own string of 13 remarkable films, including Faces (1968), Husbands (1970), and A Woman Under the Influence (1974), most of them financed and distributed independently of the studios. He also served as a role model and hero for younger directors including Martin Scorsese and Abel Ferrara.
         
 
         Not all actors-turned-directors are so ambitious or successful. For every heir to Cassavetes’s passion, such as Sean Penn, there are several who don’t take to the job, such as Tom Hanks, or Bill Murray, who co-directed a brilliant comedy, Quick Change (1990), but subsequently stopped directing. Some, however, keep trying. Edward Burns, for instance, alternates between acting and making indie films. And then there’s Vincent Gallo. A fashion model, painter, musician and actor, Gallo shot his first feature film, Buffalo ‘66, independently in 1998 for $1.5 million. Though uneven in tone, the film went on to win a Best First Feature Award at the Independent Spirit Awards.
         
 
         His second feature came five years later, the controversial The Brown Bunny (2003). Gallo made these films on his own, defiant in the face of industry indifference, but he was also savvy enough to know that his wicked persona (he put a curse on film critic Roger Ebert for panning Brown Bunny) was perfect to generate free publicity in newspapers and magazines. Despite the technical filmmaking burdens he put on himself, Gallo seemed to relish directing. On a side note, Gallo’s barbed cinematic aggressiveness plays in stark contrast to the sweet-tempered work of fellow (nonacting) indie filmmakers such as Nicole Holofcener (Walking and Talking, 1996), or Kimberly Pierce, whose Boys Don’t Cry (1999) courted controversy.
         
 
         While Cassavetes was beginning to explore the possibilities of independent feature films, the 1960s also enjoyed the rise of the underground film, and its wide variety of practitioners including Andy Warhol (Chelsea Girls [1966]), Stan Brakhage (Dog Star Man [1962]), Jordan Belson (Phenomena [1968]), Bruce Conner (Marilyn Times Five [1973]), and Michael Snow (Wavelength [1967]). These works were often, beneath their crazy surface, autobiographical, or experimental, as they were often referred to: experiments in filmic technique and technology to see what the medium could bear. These films circulated utterly outside the commercial film world, generally via small 16mm distribution companies or with the artists themselves taking them on lecture-workshop tours.
         
 
         Another important branch of independent film is the documentary. A much sought-after option by viewers who are bored with traditional Hollywood fare, the documentary feature really started to take off in the late 1980s. The success of films by Michael Moore (Roger & Me [1989], Bowling for Columbine [2002], Fahrenheit 9/11 [2004], Sicko [2007]), Errol Morris (Gates of Heaven [1980], The Thin Blue Line [1988]), and Ross McElwee (Sherman’s March: A Mediation to the Possibility of Romantic Love in the South During an Era of Nuclear Weapons Proliferation [1986] and Bright Leaves [2003]) were all on a par with modest fiction feature films. All stretched the definition of documentary in interesting ways, through reconstructed scenes, a wide streak of humour, or deeply personal autobiographical accounts.
         
 
         In recent years, dot com millionaires have financed their own films. Moviefone founder Andrew Jarecki went on to make Capturing the Friedmans (2003), about how charges of paedophilia against a father and son affects a Long island, New York family, and software entrepreneur Charles Ferguson sold his product FrontPage to Microsoft and later went on to make No End in Sight (2007), a detailed examination of the executive decisions that led to the American quagmire in Iraq.
         
 
         As important as the filmmakers who made underground or experimental films were the book writers, curators and independent exhibitors who gave them what meagre publicity they received. Among their most consistent supporters was Amos Vogel, who founded Cinema 16 in New York City, a pioneering institution that screened the films of Deren, Anger and Conner, amongst others, as well as the feature films of John Cassavetes and the French New Wave. He also co-founded the New York Film Festival. Vogel is the author of the book Film as a Subversive Art, and both this book and other facets of his career are portrayed in the documentary that accompanies this book.
         
 
         One of the most remarkably tenacious careers in all independent cinema is that of Jon Jost, who was born in 1943 and began making feature films in 1974. A draft dodger who served a few years in a federal penitentiary, Jost was a radical filmmaker at the height of the radical movement, and his films often show a complete absence of regard for traditional cinematic narrative conventions. Among his most notable works, all self-distributed, are Last Chants for a Slow Dance (1977) and All the Vermeers in New York (1990).
         
 
         One of the first filmmakers to whom the label independent was attributed was the late Eagle Pennell (1952–2002), the Texas-based director of The Whole Shootin’ Match (1978) and Last Night at the Alamo (1983). Pennell was part of a surprisingly active film community, and in his life and work anticipated the Austin film community, represented by Richard Linklater and Robert Rodriguez, among others. Also in 1978, the same year as The Whole Shootin’ Match, came Northern Lights. Co-directed by John Hanson and Rob Nilsson in Minnesota, this documentary-style film tracks the origins of the now forgotten Nonpartisan League, a farmers’ organisation, and evinced the stolidity, seriousness and grimness of early independent feature films.
         
 
         These films were followed shortly in theatres by Victor Nunez’s 1979 film Gal Young ‘Un, the story, adapted from a novel by Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, of a woman who confronts her husband’s much younger mistress. Costing only $40,000, Gal Young ‘Un was financed in part by the National Endowment for the Arts, which was granting money to moviemakers at the time, by the Chubb Corporation, an insurance conglomerate, and by PBS. Distribution was minimal but the film toured the festival circuit and aired on PBS. Nunez was a true auteur, writing, directing, shooting and editing the film, which he continued to do by and large in his subsequent films, Ruby in Paradise (1993) and Ulee’s Gold (1997). Nunez was also a founding member of the Independent Feature Project, a national organisation that sponsors screenings and workshops and publishes the magazine Filmmaker. The organisation may well have helped further the use of the word ‘independent’ as a discrete type of filmmaking.
         
 
         Richard Pearce’s Heartland, also released in 1979 and self-distributed, was consistent with some of the other real, early independent films; a rather grimly realistic tale, in this case about pioneering the West. Pearce went on, however, to lead a conventional Hollywood career.
         
 
         Though most critics tag the release of Steven Soderbergh’s sex, lies and videotape in 1989 as the ‘birth’ of independent cinema as we know it today, in fact the ‘movement’ was born in 1980 with John Sayles’s popular and successful Return of the Secaucus 7. Sayles is a novelist turned filmmaker, who won a MacArthur Foundation Grant in 1983, and is also a prolific screenwriter. His films can be uneven and as such are unevenly successful but he has remained fiercely independent and now has a significant 16-film body of work as a director. Secaucus 7 initiated a turn in the so-called independent film. Like his successors, he eventually aimed for a broader audience, but by embracing contentiously political subjects, rather than personal, non-dramatic tales, historical subjects, or delicate adaptations of short stories.
         
 
         On 19 June 2007, Variety’s Marc Graser reported the latest news about Lonelygirl15. The creators had signed a deal with the cosmetic company Neutrogena to introduce a new character, a 22-year-old scientist who will help Bree in her adventures. This was nothing new, however. The previous January, the show’s creators had incorporated Hershey’s Icebreakers Sours gum as a less-than-subliminal ad for the candy. At the same time, the show’s producers were on the verge of launching their new show, KateModern, on the website Bebo.com, with characters designed to appeal to viewers in the UK, Ireland, Australia and New Zealand. Meanwhile, after Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace was released on 19 May 1999, it went on to make $922,379,000.
         
 
         Thus did the sun set on independent cinema.
 
         And perhaps that is a good thing. What we have come to call ‘Independent Cinema’ has evolved from experimental works by filmmakers free of corporate supervision to what amounts to a genre unto itself, but a dry, predictable, enervated genre, closely stage managed by corporations. Lisa Rosman, in a 11 July 2007 entry on her blog The Broad View (http://lisarosman.blogspot.com/), reflects a growing disenchantment with so-called independent cinema. ‘Anyone who’s read this blog over the last few years knows of my mounting frustration with the American independent film scene,’ she writes. ‘Why I reserve my ire for this world rather than Hollywood is simple: I refuse to play frog to the scorpion of the major studio system. Complaining that a major motion picture is crap is pretty much like whining that Twinkies don’t yield nutritional value.’ She goes on to add that, ‘If Hollywood reflects America’s unchecked capitalist impulse, the state of US indies reflects our enormous identity crisis in its wake.’ Rosman concludes that, ‘Most indie fare these days suffers from over-earnestness of one ilk or another. There are the Sayles babies, who attempt to solve or at least tackle all the world’s problems in one fell swoop. Even those ventures that are banging in theory still go down like medicine that could use a spoonful of sugar. Then there are the many indie filmmakers content to merely approach their own problems via the medium of film. Admittedly, this self-searching, however initially masturbatory, has served as the chief impetus of most art since the beginning of time.’
         
 
         
               

         
 
         This book attempts to define, or redefine if you will, independent film, by looking at how the phrase is used in relation to a small cadre of filmmakers labelled as independent. These filmmakers also serve as examples of variants on independent cinema. The career of Jill Sprecher illustrates the difficulties an intellectual and philosopher has in creating motion pictures. James Mangold’s career shows how independent cinema, at least in the 1990s, could serve as a springboard to mainstream or commercial cinema. Canadian Guy Maddin is a rarity: a filmmaker who has thus far remained true to his code as a ‘primitivist’, or ‘garage band’ filmmaker, shooting his movies in Winnipeg with excruciatingly low budgets and no concern for appeasing mainstream audience expectations. Whit Stillman’s films illustrate the patience a filmmaker must have if he is going to remain true to his philosophy and vision, while still making popular entertainment. Each of these filmmakers could bear to have individual volumes written about them (and I am currently working on a book about Maddin), but here the focus is exclusively on their careers as independent filmmakers, with sidelights into their thematic concerns.
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            INDEPENDENT CINEMA AS ALTERNATIVE TO COMMERCIAL  STORYTELLING: JILL AND KAREN SPRECHER
            

         
 
         If you wanted to come up with a style guide to a modern independent film, the first port of call would be the films of Jill and Karen Sprecher. Their films provide a checklist of core indie components. In the sceptical imagination, a typical American independent film is a precious, twee tale notable for its novelty casting of, say, Shelley Winters, or some other semi-retired star from the classical age, opposite, say, Pee-Wee Herman and two or three young adult stars from contemporary sitcoms, all enacting scenes set in one huge, budget-preserving house in which various relatives gather for a contentious Thanksgiving dinner, which results in tears, smiles and hugs. The satire of independent cinema, For Your Consideration (2006), got the solo setting and the washed-up actress right, but in other respects Christopher Guest’s normally accurate anthropology was defeated by a lack of observed reality; for example, indie films of the type he parodied are almost always set in the present, rather than the American South in the 1940s, and usually on practical location sets rather than in Los Angeles studios.
         
 
          
         Films by the Sprechers do indeed have some of these comical components, but with one major difference. Their films are good.
         
 
         Jill and Karen Sprecher are the Coen Sisters of indie cinema. The Midwest natives make films solely from their original screenplays, which Jill directs and Karen produces, although these traditional divisions of labour blur and interact. Jill Sprecher went to the University of Wisconsin, where she received a degree in philosophy and literature, then moved to New York where she studied film and worked on the periphery of the film industry, as, among other roles, a production coordinator. There are other directors who came to filmmaking from a circuitous route. Horror maestro Wes Craven was an English professor, and in the 1990s there was a vogue for painters turning to filmmaking, with Julian Schnabel helming Basquiat (1996) and Before Night Falls (2000), and Robert Longo directing Johnny Mnemonic (1995). Karen Sprecher, meanwhile, graduated from the University of Wisconsin, and then received an MSW from New York University, after which she worked as a clinical social worker counselling teens and young adults in Chicago. Her ‘break’ into show business came during a visit to Jill in New York City, when her sister hired her as an assistant production coordinator on an independent film. Karen then went on to work on several indies including The Last Good Time, Stonewall and Enemies: A Love Story.
         
 
         Jill and Karen began writing Clockwatchers together on weekends ‘as a diversion’, according to Jill, ‘never thinking it would get made. That’s about it. We’re lazy.’
         
 
          
         The Sprechers’ Clockwatchers made its debut at the Sundance Film Festival and won prizes at other international festivals in 1997. It is quintessentially ‘indie’ in its use of a varied cast, including Lisa Kudrow, then one of the stars of the sitcom Friends, Parker Posey, a young actress who was rapidly becoming an axiom of independent cinema, and Toni Collette, a respected Australian actress. It was also confined to one setting, primarily a single floor of a business office. Their subsequent film, Thirteen Conversations About One Thing, was a top ten-list film favourite of many critics and viewers in 2001.
         
 
         Some might detect a little of the early Woody Allen in the Sprechers’ films. Just as Allen inserted references to books such as The Denial of Death and other serious works into his comedies, the Sprechers are absorbed by large questions of happiness and meaning in life. In both Clockwatchers and Thirteen Conversations, an unhappy central character performs a selfless gesture that changes, in some small, perhaps even unseen way, the life of another. As Bertrand Russell wrote in The Conquest of Happiness, one of Jill Sprecher’s favourite books, ‘So long as [a person] continues to think about the cause of his unhappiness, he continues to be self-centered and therefore does not get outside the vicious circle… The happy life is to an extraordinary extent the same as the good life.’
         
 
         But a significant difference between films by the Sprechers and other similar-seeming filmmakers is the milieu in which their characters appear, which is generally the workaday world, complete with its class differences and hierarchies. In this way, the Sprechers resemble the screenwriters and directors of the Warner Bros films of the 1930s and such later gritty filmmakers and writers as Samuel Fuller, Paddy Chayefsky and Richard Brooks (at least in late films such as Looking for Mr Goodbar).
         
 
         Jill Sprecher’s untraditional route into the movie business suggests one reason why she favours screenplays with ordinary life content over special-effects-driven tales. She is interested in stories rather than lavish visual pyrotechnics. She wants to explore the truth of human dynamics rather than offer the viewer something to simply pass the time. She therefore shoots her films in a deliberate style with only subtle flourishes, when she draws, for example, on the visual style of a specific painter. Not only does the Sprechers’ concentration on working life assure their films entry into the ‘independent film’ world, but also into a rising genre among indie films.
         
 
         On the surface Clockwatchers seems to be just another arty suspense film, a slim tale of revenge, with one of those existential edges that makes movies seem ‘thoughtful’. Or it could be called a stalker film, a favourite genre of young filmmakers trying to break into Hollywood. But in fact it’s an addition to a whole new genre, or sub-genre, of the ‘workaday’ film, which, for want of a better phrase, could be called ‘heroic alienation’.
         
 
         Heroic Alienation films tend to be big productions set in small worlds, and generally follow the travails of a lead character who finds the corporate world dispiriting. There are a surprising number of films in this genre. Among them are Mike Judge’s Office Space (1999), Richard Linklater’s subUrbia (1996), Todd Haynes’s Safe (1995), and most of the films directed by Wes Anderson, PT Anderson, and the sardonic Todd Solondz. There’s even a foreign contingent, with Denys Arcand’s Le Déclin de l’empire américain (1986), Jaco van Dormael’s Toto le Heros (1991), the late Jean-Claude Lauzon’s Leolo (1992), and Laurent Cantet’s Time Out (2001), among many others. Most genre-defining, however, are the Sprechers’ Clockwatchers, Sam Mendes’s American Beauty (1999), Neil LaBute’s In the Company of Men (1997) and Your Friends and Neighbors (1998) and David Fincher’s Fight Club (1999), a mix of independent releases and studio projects. These last films lay the foundation for the alienated worker themes of the genre, where people lead drab lives while oppressed in the workspace, their dreams frustrated, the office politics vicious.
         
 
         In American Beauty and Mark Romanek’s One Hour Photo (2002) one can discern a more explicitly vicious attack on the American family as an institution that’s corrupt to its core, at best a fraud, a 1950s-style charade that squashes the life out of everyone, not only those in it, but also those on the outside, achingly, misguidedly looking in.
         
 
         The rise of a genre such as Heroic Alienation is unimaginable without the latitude and creative freedom that independent cinema, at its best, offers. Although Billy Wilder’s The Apartment (1960) is similar to Clockwatchers and was made more or less within the traditional Hollywood system, in the present day the increasingly cookie-cutter feel of Hollywood’s output from the mid-1980s on has closed off whole areas of the American experience to filmgoers. It probably also helped that most Heroic Alienation films are comedies, making them more palatable to the public. By contrast, network television traffics almost wholly in ‘work place’ stories, from sitcoms to crime shows. It was a paradox of the 1950s that workers would come home from eight-hour shifts and sit down before television shows that reiterated the experiences they’d just escaped from. But were it not for original filmmakers such as Jill and Karen Sprecher, who felt the urge to explore this facet of American life, there would probably be much less American film worth watching.
         
 
         Clockwatchers (1997)
         
 
         
            Directed by: Jill Sprecher
            
 
            Written by: Jill Sprecher, Karen Sprecher
            
 
            Produced by: Gina Resnick
            
 
            Edited by: Stephen Mirrione
            
 
            Cinematography: Jim Denault
            
 
            Cast: Toni Collette (Iris Chapman), Parker Posey (Margaret Burre), Lisa Kudrow (Paula), Alanna Ubach (Jane), Helen FitzGerald (Cleo), Jamie Kennedy (Eddie), Bob Balaban (Milton Lasky), Paul Dooley (Bud Chapman)
            

         
 
         Clockwatchers is about the experiences of Iris Chapman (Toni Collette), a temp hired by Global Credit, an anonymous and tense working place. There she meets and briefly befriends three other women, all of whom are oppressed by their jobs, and at odds with society. Margaret Burre (Parker Posey) is the crazy, rebellious one; Paula (Lisa Kudrow) is an aspiring actress; and the life of Jane (Alanna Ubach) revolves around her fiancé. A series of office thefts makes everyone mutually suspicious, and draws scrutiny onto the temp staff, who are eventually corralled in Kafkaesque paranoia. Gradually, the temps leave. Only Iris is left, and she sets out to solve the mystery of the thefts and bring a form of justice to her experience.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Clockwatchers has many of the ‘features of convenience’ of a typical ‘independent’ movie. The narrative takes place mostly in one place: the office space shared by the temps. Auxiliary locations include the bathroom, coatroom, a smoking area, the street outside their building and a nearby bar. The poverty of location actually works to the film’s advantage, suggesting and inducing claustrophobia and constriction. Clockwatchers also shows indie spirit in its eclectic selection of cast members. More important, it does not attempt to tell a crime story (though there is a crime at the centre of the plot), a romance or comedy (though it is funny in the satirical spirit of, say, William Gaddis’s novel JR). Rather it tells an ‘eccentric’ tale in a setting that’s unusual for American movies, the workspace, examining the lives of ‘ordinary’ women. In effect, we already have the traditional ‘Hollywood’ version of this story, in the form of the outlandish 1993 thriller The Temp.
         
 
         Clockwatchers begins with Iris (Toni Collette) waiting in the foyer of Global Credit Associated. She is a temp arriving for her first day of work, but the receptionist (Joshua Malina, later of series The West Wing) is reading a catalogue while waiting for the clock to announce the beginning of his workday. He won’t ‘do business’ until 9 am.
         
 
         Iris instantly establishes herself as a meek and mousy person (she waits an unnecessary two hours before starting work because she takes literally the instructions someone has given her to ‘sit and wait’). The corporation is presented as a spare, impersonal place, with only its name adorning the walls, and with everyone playing strictly by a set of rules passed among the employees like some kind of bureaucratic oral tradition.
         
 
         The tableau of the opening shot and scene establishes this dichotomy. Iris is a ‘have not’; she is a temp, the lowest possible person in a business hierarchy because she isn’t really an employee. The pastels of the lobby are consistent throughout Global Credit’s work environment; a pathetically cheerful series of colours augmented by nonstop Muzak. Iris is instantly sucked into this inhuman and hierarchical place, one that is at once both impersonal yet competitive. This workspace sits within a cinematic tradition; the Sprechers drew upon King Vidor’s The Crowd (1928), for example, Ermanno Olmi’s Il Posto (The Sound of Trumpets [1961]) and Wilder’s The Apartment (which itself nods at The Crowd with its uniform mass office space).
         
 
         Iris soon finds herself swept up into the concerns of the office’s three other temps. First she meets Margaret who tells Iris that the woman she is temping for, Louise, won’t be back for a while. Margaret shows Iris the lay of the land, pointing out who is fussy, who controls supplies, and who has a shoe fetish. Margaret is the most dynamic of the film’s characters, the sort viewers often wish they could be, reckless and perverse, flouting convention. In contrast, Jane and Paula are self-deluding, one about the sanctity of her forthcoming marriage, the second about her talent. Sprecher distinguishes the women from each other subtly, through vocal mannerisms, colours and clothes, even down to the different watches they wear (Iris’s falsely peppy Swatch versus Margaret’s unconventional man’s watch).
         
 
         Having established the players, Sprecher then introduces the drama. Margaret, for all her rebelliousness, is nevertheless irked when an executive, Mr Lasky, hires a ‘much needed’ assistant. Because she has been passed over, Margaret announces that she hates the building and everyone in it. The new assistant is Chloe, and she is, if possible, even mousier than Iris. There is an immediate unspoken and complex bond between them, while in contrast the other temps, spearheaded by Margaret, loathe her and conspire against her. When office artifacts begin to disappear, Margaret immediately suspects Chloe, but GCA employees higher up the ladder find Margaret and the temps more likely candidates. Meanwhile, Iris’s home life is explained. Her widowed father is a salesman who is upbeat about his daughter’s prospective ability in the same profession. He can’t see her nervousness and insecurity; yet these aspects of her character gradually change throughout the film as she absorbs the best features of her disappearing friends: rebelliousness in the face of oppression, loyalty to friends, and the performance skills necessary to get by in an office.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Like Lee Holloway (Maggie Gyllenhaal) in Secretary (2002), Iris is taking the job as a temp in order to break out of the slough of despond, unconsciously stage managed by her benevolently cheerleading father. In Margaret, she meets her polar opposite, a woman who scoffs at authority, uses the work place as her private playground, and scorns rules. At the same time, there is still something conventional about Margaret. Her purpose at Global Credit is to get a recommendation, which will help her advance to permanent employment at some other institution. This seems like a sadly circumscribed goal for such a vivacious personality. The variety and subtlety of the characters portrayed in this film are gratifyingly well observed, observed from life.
         
 
         The complexities and the subtleties of Clockwatchers are primarily in design, camera placement and the ironies of the plot’s incidents. But there is another crucial element: Iris narrates the film. Narration is a common feature of the independent film, yet it is also a direct violation of the precepts expounded by Robert McKee, say, in his screenwriting manual Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting. These precepts are themselves ridiculed by example in another quasi-independent film, Spike Jonze and Charlie Kaufman’s Adaptation. In Clockwatchers, the narration is strangely reassuring. The fact that Iris talks to us suggests that she will ultimately turn out all right, thus freeing us to enjoy the rudderless insanity of the office space she is temporarily trapped in.
         
 
         
         
 
         Thirteen Conversations About One Thing (2001)
         
 
         
            Directed by: Jill Sprecher
            
 
            Written by: Jill Sprecher, Karen Sprecher
            
 
            Produced by: Gina Resnick, Beni Atoori
            
 
            Edited by: Stephen Mirrione
            
 
            Cinematography: Dick Pope
            
 
            Cast: Clea DuVall (Beatrice), Alan Arkin (Gene), Matthew McConaughey (Troy), John Turturro (Walker), Amy Irving (Patricia), Barbara Sukowa (Helen), Frankie Faison (Richard Lacey), Tia Texada (Dorrie)
            

         
 
         As listed in the end credits of Thirteen Conversations About One Thing, the Sprechers have divided the film’s world and its characters into four subdivisions. There are the Attorneys, led by Troy, who commits a hit and run and then withers into inactive guilt over it; there are the Academics, in which a woman named Patricia loses her physics professor husband Walker, who has been having an affair with a colleague; there are the Housekeepers, primarily Beatrice, the victim of the hit and run, who also has a secret crush on one of her clients, who, rather than return her affection, obliviously and casually accuses her of theft; and finally the Claims Adjusters, in which Gene is the preoccupied head of a typically disgruntled office, who observes the unpredictable up and down luck of those around him. The lives of the characters intersect and overlap, usually without their larger awareness, and the real timeframe of the narrative is withheld until the end.
         
 
         If Iris is the person who more or less sacrifices herself, or at least her job, for the good of others in Clockwatchers, then Gene is the noble character of Thirteen Conversations. He is like the philosopher-philanthropist advocated in the novel Magnificent Obsession by Lloyd C Douglas, which was adapted to screen twice. He is also like Iris, but downtrodden by the external world rather than any inner insecurities. Gene invisibly helps others, while he himself is in pain thanks to a divorce and troubles with his drug-addicted son. In addition, Gene has a spectre of authority about him. He runs an office not unlike the one in Clockwatchers, be it slightly more human and much more cramped. Bitterness over his lot in life initially hampers his natural efforts toward doing good work.
         
 
         The Sprechers’ second feature film is what writer Shawn Levy calls a ‘web of life’ movie. Other examples from the same time period as Thirteen Conversations include Playing by Heart (1998), Sliding Doors (1998), and Me Myself I (1999). Gene’s sacrifices mean little in the small picture, but in the big picture the film’s omniscience provides, he changes several lives. As we watch the story unfold, and the silent connections between several of the characters are revealed, the movie communicates a stronger net of connection than the characters themselves can see or express.
         
 
         Thirteen Conversations comes in a narrative shape that one doesn’t typically associate with a studio release. It leaps around, backtracks then leaps forward, follows one character and then shifts to another, seemingly haphazardly. The film is also subdivided into units, which are announced with titles that reiterate a snippet of dialogue from that sequence. Thirteen Conversations demands concentration. As in Quentin Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994), there is great play with the time line. For example, the narrative begins at a particular point, juggles the different tangents of the story, and leaps backwards (though the viewer doesn’t know it yet). Everything appears to be happening within the same time period, but then a character mentions that a year has passed; the viewer realises that a scene enacted at the beginning is actually the prelude to one of the subplots, which now will play out beyond the confines of the film’s running time.
         
 
         Conversations begins and ends with Patricia looking at the world through a window. The arc of her story in the film begins and ends with those windows. Windows figure highly in the film, as Gene’s office has windows that reveal him to his employees and vice versa. Each of the film’s four worlds is characterised by a particular look. Patricia’s is out of the paintings of Edward Hopper. Beatrice’s world contrasts a tony architect’s apartments with her own cramped flat and her mother’s suburban house. Gene’s world is neo-realist, all messy offices, busy diners and subways. Troy at first inhabits a world of clean offices, nice cars and expensive bars, but his slow fall robs him of his possessions and his sense of hope.
         
 
         Beatrice’s friend Dorrie is her Margaret equivalent, the rebel and nonconformist, yet even she withdraws from her best friend in the face of the injuries Beatrice endures. (Beatrice’s case is a variation on an incident that Jill Sprecher herself endured: getting mugged in New York so severely that she had to undergo brain surgery.) When we first see this friend, who is also a co-worker, she is playing around in the apartment Beatrice is cleaning, at one point putting on a wig she finds. This foreshadows the wig that Beatrice’s mother gives her after brain surgery. The linking of visual imagery makes solid and interconnected a world that seems to be coming apart for the characters themselves.
         
 
         Perhaps the most poignant moment in the film occurs when Walker, the physics professor who is even more rigid than the managers of Global Credit, unhappily married and cheating on his wife, learns that one of his students has committed suicide. Walker realises that he is partially to blame: he’s been difficult about the results of a test and unloaded on the boy after a particularly bad moment with his mistress, also a colleague in the university. Walker is passing out the results of a test, only to learn that the student is dead. Another student, off screen, reminds him that he had just been teaching the class about falling objects and their trajectories. For one fleeting second, the viewer can see that a small bit of humanity has redefined Walker’s otherwise soulless physics.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         The central question at the end of Thirteen Conversations About One Thing is, what is that ‘thing’ they are talking about? Possible answers, different for each viewer, could be ‘life’, ‘happiness’, or even ‘suicide’. The film posits the question, ‘How can we possibly be happy in a world in which life seems pointless and suicide the only answer?’ That Jill and Karen Sprecher keep the actual ‘conversation’ vague gives them the latitude to explore myriad layers of contemporary human beings with roving curiosity. That their answer or answers to the questions are tentative, quiet and provisional, only contributes further to the solemn majesty of this modern masterpiece.
         
 
         Interview with… Jill Sprecher
 
         What is your definition of independent cinema, if any?
         
 
         Good question. There was a time when ‘independent’ meant that a film’s financing came from sources outside the established studio system. Then the studios opened specialty divisions to make riskier movies at lower budgets. Some of those ‘smaller’ movies seem to resemble less expensive versions of studio films. For me, the distinction is not simply financial; it’s more about form and content. If a movie breaks some rules, or focuses on subject matter that might not seem obvious, or features characters that have been marginalised – anything that runs counter to what’s considered mainstream – that is the hallmark of independence. Chances are, fewer hands have touched it, too. The development process, which can stretch out forever and has to accommodate numerous opinions, might tend to water things down.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         As a viewer do you distinguish between independent and commercial cinema?
         
 
         As a viewer, I want to see an interesting story that’s well told. And ideally something I haven’t seen too many times before. I don’t really care about the behind the scenes drama regarding how it got financed or how many times it was rejected; it’s really what’s on the screen that’s important to me. Some of my favourite movies happen to be blockbusters and others remain way off the radar.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Do you think of yourself as an independent filmmaker?
         
 
         It’s pretty presumptuous of me to refer to myself as a filmmaker at all, having only made two films in the last ten years. I think of myself more as a writer; that is mainly how my sister and I earn a living. The filmmaking has really been an extension of the writing process. I ended up directing Clockwatchers by default, since we didn’t have the connections to get our script to a real director. I’ll admit it was nice to have some say over the material beyond the actual writing. Then I got spoiled, so directing Thirteen Conversations was something I hoped to do from the beginning of the script.
         
 
         I identify more with the independent world than with mainstream Hollywood, for obvious reasons. We haven’t really worked in the studio system at all. And not for lack of trying. We’d be happy to sell out, if we could find any takers.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         You and your sister co-produce your films. How much do you find you have to involve yourself with the money side of filmmaking?
         
 
         We were very involved in it, for both films. If you want to make something happen, you have to be involved, especially if it costs money. No one is going to fork it over. And it’s a lot of money, even on low-budget movies. Getting the financing was definitely the hardest part of the filmmaking process, and the most time-consuming. We’d get someone to commit to financing, then approach actors, then the money would fall away, or an actor would become unavailable, and everything would start all over. But that’s pretty much the norm on independent films. It’s a juggling act. In the end, though, everything lined up the way it should have; we got the perfect cast for both movies and made the films we wanted to make.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Do you think that you would ever be a filmmaker if the nature of the business had not changed significantly since the 1970s?
         
 
         The 1970s really represents my favourite period in American cinema. So many interesting stories came out of that era, and even the blockbusters had a very personal feel to them. Maybe it was due to the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal; there was a real mistrust of government, and by extension big business. Some great paranoid thrillers were made, which I particularly love. Then things seemed to change in the 80s. Isn’t that period referred to as the ‘Me Decade’? That’s when a lot of conspicuous wealth began to be rubbed in people’s faces. Show business subsequently became more about the business than about the show. Weekend box office reports appeared in regular newspapers, not just the trades. Suddenly a movie’s profits were newsworthy. I remember seeing Jean-Luc Godard being interviewed in a documentary, and he said something to the effect of, ‘In the future, Hollywood will only make one movie a year, and it will cost a fortune.’ He wasn’t too far off. But things happen in cycles, and the monolithic power of the studios is probably responsible in part for the rebirth of independent films. If you can’t force your way into the system, you figure out a way to play outside it. I was definitely encouraged by the fact that little movies were being made right in my neighbourhood in New York. My sister and I both worked in production on a number of them before trying to do our own.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         What is the state of the art now and where do you see cinema going, both technically and in terms of content?
         
 
         The new technologies have certainly put moviemaking into the hands of a lot more individuals, which is nice. Digital video has lowered the cost, and the Internet and number of cable channels have increased the volume for ‘product’. At the same time, it seems that fewer people are actually going to theatres to watch films. That is a little disheartening to me. I think movie-watching should be a communal event.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         What do you think of DVD technology? Why have so many filmmakers embraced that medium with so much more alacrity than VHS tapes? Or are you a technophobe? 
         
 
         I must confess, I don’t own a DVD player. But now that they’re getting into my price range (under $100), I hope to own one soon. I think the clarity of the image is much better than video, and usually the DVDs keep the original format. (The video transfer of Clockwatchers was not supervised by me or the cinematographer, and consequently is much brighter than how it was filmed.) Fortunately, Dick Pope, who shot Thirteen Conversations, supervised the transfer, and the finished product resembles the print. I’m into the idea of added footage and explanations at the end; I wish that had been available when I was studying film. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         What is your participation in Big Love?
         
 
         My sister and I were producers and writers for the first season. We wanted to get our feet wet in the television world. The overall vision of the show really belonged to the creators. Naturally, we would love to have a show of our own. We’ve written a couple of pilots and we’re waiting to see what happens. The great thing about television is that it’s almost immediate. You can write something and have it in front of an audience in no time. None of this waiting around for years, trying to dig up financing.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Are you finding television a congenial medium?
         
 
         It’s been fun. And I’m glad that a lot of television shows are breaking new ground, both in storytelling and in content. Like 24. I’ve heard good things about Dexter, a Showtime series. There are some really innovative shows hitting the airwaves. Very timely material, told in interesting ways.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         When you finally came to make a movie, did any aspect of the process take you by surprise?
         
 
         I’m struck by the fact that, no matter how carefully one can plan, or how well one envisions the material, a movie ultimately takes on a life of its own. Fortunately for me, in both cases, the finished product turned out better than I could have imagined. I guess this is part of the alchemy of filmmaking: a ray of sunlight appears at an unexpected moment, an actor does something we could never have scripted. Of course, I’ve been lucky enough to work with great people, the best in the business. Dick Pope is an amazing cinematographer. And Stephen Mirrione, who I’ve worked with twice, has taught me so much about filmmaking. He’s got a great sense of storytelling and performance; he always manages to find that small gesture or silent moment that speaks volumes. Which brings me to another thing that took me by surprise – how little of the dialogue that my sister and I so laboriously wrote was actually needed in both films. A testament to the actors. And to the fact that cinema is truly a visual medium.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Both Clockwatchers and Thirteen Conversations fall into a relatively recent genre I call, for want of a better phrase, ‘heroic alienation’. After years of Hollywood more or less ignoring the ‘working person’, suddenly there have been numerous films about corporate life: In the Company of Men, Office Space, Fight Club, American Beauty, and among foreign films, Time Out. Most of these films aren’t strictly ‘Hollywood’ product. What do you think is ‘in the air’ to cause these films to emerge?
         
 
         
               

         
 
         It’s interesting, now that you name the films, I do see a kind of trend. I think traditionally, Hollywood movies tend to be ‘bigger’ in all respects. The kind of mundane, slice-of-life stories have been the domain of European and Japanese films. Two of my favourite films are Il Posto (not to be confused with Il Postino!) by Ermanno Olmi, and Les bonnes femmes by Claude Chabrol. I think they were in the back of my mind when we were writing Clockwatchers, although I haven’t seen either in a very long time. I’m not sure why these kinds of stories are in vogue in the US now, though. Maybe it had something to do with the end of the millennium, people examining their daily existence. Or maybe there are just more working stiffs who have managed to sneak into the film business.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Was the timeline of Thirteen Conversations easy to plot out?
         
 
         The timeline of Thirteen Conversations was not difficult for us. We wrote the storylines separately, putting the major scenes on note cards. Then we looked for moments in each story that might be a good place to switch to another character, so that when the two stories abutted, they would make some kind of statement.
         
 
         The finished film is quite a bit like the original script. We wanted to end where we began, in the bar, but we also wanted kind of a prologue and epilogue, which the Amy Irving story adds. During editing, many of the producers wanted to cut the opening scene between Amy and John Turturro; but we held on and fought for it, because it so perfectly sets the tone for the movie. I think they thought the movie had two opening scenes. My response was, ‘So what?’ Who said there has to be just one?!
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Gene (Alan Arkin) changes subtly through the course of Thirteen Conversations; he becomes a kind of silent guardian angel to the optimistic guy, Smiley Bowman, whom he originally didn’t like, in an unlikely and no doubt unintended allusion to Magnificent Obsession. Then he smiles at a stranger (Amy Irving) on the subway with no way of knowing how significantly he is contributing to her life and mood. Is the film ending on a note of optimism?
         
 
         We intended for Thirteen Conversations to end on an optimistic note. A friend of mine who read the original script way back when thought the ending was practically Disney (for us), it was so upbeat! Of course, some people think the film is melancholy, but that wasn’t the intention. Alan Arkin’s character makes amends to Smiley Bowman, primarily out of guilt. We took that a step further with the ending, to have him do something selfless, with no baggage or strings attached or hidden agenda, which would signal a positive change for him. And, of course, to hint at how the small gesture might really make a difference to the recipient, especially because she is not expecting it.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         I love the way that in Clockwatchers Iris (Toni Collette) is slowly stripped of all her friends and surroundings. The movement of the movie really does capture that life experience when everything begins rosy before slowly turning to crap. Of course we wouldn’t have ‘stories’ if life weren’t this way.
         
 
         I guess Clockwatchers is kind of the anti-female-bonding movie; instead of grouping together and empowering each other they feed on each other’s neuroses. Karen and I wanted to do some things backwards. Like the usual ‘whodunnit’ starts with many ‘suspects’ and whittles them down to one; we sort of moved in the opposite direction.
         
 
         We also wanted to move from a kind of talky beginning, to less and less dialogue as the story progressed and the communication broke down among the individuals. In the script, almost the entire third act is silent. Of course, when we went to edit the film, many of the silent sequences were cut. The first assembly of the film was nearly three hours. We finally decided that 96 minutes of nothing happening was probably the limit, in terms of what an audience would tolerate.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         There are some beautiful, sometimes surreal shots in Clockwatchers, of odd office moments that are actually perfectly realistic. When you write a screenplay are the two of you thinking ‘visually’ or do you come up with such images collaboratively on the set?
         
 
         Most of the ‘odd office moments’, as you put it, were indeed in the script, like Jamie Kennedy sniffing a magic marker (something I still do), Lisa Kudrow painting her nails with Liquid Paper and the like. Of course, the actors embellished what was on the page. Lisa decided that while she was doing her nails, her character would also be ‘working on her accents’. I think in the script we wrote that Stanley DeSantis, who plays the supply guardian, was linking paper clips together into a long chain; but Stanley felt it was ‘wasteful’ and outside his character, so he came up with the idea of linking marker tops together.
         
 
         There was a moment after Parker gets a memo that makes her angry, we wrote something like, ‘She tears it up with a flourish’. When we went to shoot, Parker rolled out of her cubicle on a chair, tore up the paper, and tossed it into the air like confetti. Perfect.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Isn’t a lot of the excitement of making a movie in thinking up the little details? Such as in Clockwatchers: the oppressive ironic counterpoint of the Muzak; the different watches the temps wear that help define these clock watchers; the way Iris and Cleo (Helen FitzGerald) are sort of rendered mirror images of each other?
         
 
         The fun is definitely in the details. We had a great time choosing the Muzak when we were editing Clockwatchers. Stephen Mirrione, our editor, and Karen and I spent so much time picking out the most obscure and perfect song for each cue, really great Muzak of all different styles. Then we went to license it, and it added up to something like a million dollars, which was most of our budget! So we found a composer, Joey Altruda, who wrote his own songs, inspired by what we had picked out.
         
 
         We really depend on everyone working on the movie to add to the details. Our costume designer on Clockwatchers, Edi Giguere, really put a lot of time into choosing each character’s watch. And the actors themselves went out and bought a lot of the items for their desks, so we can’t claim credit for any of that.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         In both Clockwatchers and Thirteen Conversations a woman has a hopeless crush on a boss figure, and innocent people are suspected of thievery. I’m sure these similarities are unconscious. As a writer, what preoccupies you the most? That certain key ideas and observations are rendered accurately? That everything makes sense? That the actors have good lines? That there aren’t so many settings that you will go over budget? All of the above? Or none?
         
 
         For us, the most important thing is that the audience care about the characters, that they understand them, and perhaps see a bit of themselves in them, even when they do negative things. The least important thing, for us, is dialogue. Of course, we spend hours labouring over the right words, but we’re also looking for ways to get rid of it on the set.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         I once saw Clea DuVall in person and she looked very different (small, slight) than she does on screen (big-boned and tall). How does a filmmaker accommodate such differences while planning and making a film? 
         
 
         Clea is very petite, indeed. She’s had some butt-kicking roles on film [Ghost Planet], though, carrying machine guns and the like, which may be why seeing her in person was a bit of a shock. She’s also very soft-spoken. My first meeting with her was over the phone, and I fell in love with her voice. I didn’t actually meet her in person until she showed up for the filming. She is a real sweetheart, and a wonderful actress.
         
 
          
         So far I haven’t been too surprised by meeting the actors we’ve worked with in person; but I must say I was pleased to find that there were no ‘star egos’ with any of them. In terms of the difference between the screen and reality, as [cinematographer] Dick Pope says, ‘Film is the great equalizer.’ It can make a large room look small, or a small one large. That’s a trick we made use of in Clockwatchers, for example. In the script, the setting was supposed to be a massive, Kafka-style office, with hundreds of anonymous desks. On our budget, we could afford six desks. We had to constantly move them around and shoot the small space from odd angles to fool people into thinking it was much bigger.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Was there anything about the movie business itself that really took you by surprise once you got involved in it?
         
 
         I guess the most surprising thing about the movie business is how slowly it moves. Everything. It’s strange. People have cell phones, they take meetings, they look really busy, but nothing gets done. Sort of like Clockwatchers. When we were trying to raise money for both movies, we would hear things like, ‘It’s January, everyone is at Sundance’. Then it was, ‘It’s April, everyone is getting ready for Cannes’. Or, ‘August is a bad month. Nobody reads.’ Nobody reads, period. You can’t even hand someone a one-page written synopsis, you have to do a ‘pitch’ and try to act everything out. Which is difficult, if you’re not an actor. My sister and I happen to be two of the laziest people we know. I guess we finally found an industry that moves slower than us.
         

           
         Movies are so hard to make at every stage of the process, why would anyone want to make one? What is it that drives someone, in the face of monumental resistance, to assert that they have something to say and that the audience needs to listen? 
         
 
         A giant ego, of course. Actually, come to think of it, I don’t really have that kind of urgency or drive. As I say, I’m pretty lazy. With both movies, my sister and I never really expected them to happen. They just kind of kept moving along. We were waiting both times for someone to stop us. (Not that people didn’t try…) But once they started to snowball and others got involved, we felt a responsibility to keep everything going. It’s only when we look back in retrospect that we can’t believe we finished them.
         
 
         So I guess I should change my answer, then, to pride. We were too stubborn, and embarrassed, to allow them to fall apart.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         There seems to be a vast gulf between successful and unsuccessful moviemakers. Yet once a filmmaker ‘makes it’ they seem to join a club where they all know each other and drop each other’s names on DVD audio tracks. Do you feel as if you have entered a private club? 
         
 
         I know the gulf you’re talking about between ‘successful’ and ‘unsuccessful’. We happen to be on the unsuccessful side of that chasm. I’m $150,000 in debt, which I won’t be able to get rid of any time soon. When I started working in the film business, I was a gopher running errands for free. Many years later, I’m still working for free. I did not get paid to direct Thirteen Conversations, and my sister and I used our credit cards constantly. In a way, I don’t really consider myself in the same business as the successful filmmakers. They exist in a different world, with assistants and paychecks and job offers. This does not mean, however, that I can’t drop a few names, but that is mainly because, if you’ve been out there for a while, you run into the successful people at festivals, or work for them or something. So I’m sort of in the private club, just not as a full member.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Given how much trouble they are to make, why make films, as opposed to writing novels or philosophical papers, or political pamphlets or poems? 
         
 
         When I was younger I liked to write prose and poetry. Then in college and grad school I mostly wrote papers and essays. I always wanted to write a novel someday, but I don’t have enough discipline. Writing is very solitary. It’s a good thing I’ve got my sister as a scriptwriting partner. But even with the two of us, it still gets lonely. There are days when we never leave the house. At least when we’re writing a script, we have the hope that it might get made into a movie and therefore give us a reason to leave the house. I like the collaborative aspect of moviemaking. That’s really the fun part. It makes the labour of writing worth it. Because, for me at least, writing is indeed laborious. My brain actually hurts after a while when I’m really trying to use it.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         You might have had a career in academia rather than in cinema. In your experience, what are some similarities and differences between those two worlds?
         
 
         I think if I had an academic job, I would be struggling in that arena too. It’s just as competitive as the film business. And there is the same pressure to ‘produce’. (What’s the saying? Publish or perish?) The main difference would probably be that I wouldn’t have to read criticism of my work. Although, maybe I’m wrong. Maybe there’s some equally embarrassing form of evaluation.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         If you had become an academic, you would have been one of those people writing about and teaching books and/or films. Do you have any thoughts on the continuity between the creative and the critical act, if such there be? 
         
 
         I think sometimes the critical act gets in the way of creativity. For me, anyway. When I first moved to New York, before I studied film, I loved movies. Then I started taking classes and began analysing why I loved them. Pretty soon I was picking everything apart. It kind of ruins the experience. I guess I’m like the John Turturro character, I have a tendency to overanalyse. I know this will sound like heresy, but I find that I don’t enjoy movies as much as I used to. I’ve gone back to reading for enjoyment.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Who is your favourite philosopher? 
         
 
         In college I used to read a lot of the French existentialists. You could say that Clockwatchers was probably inspired by Being and Nothingness. I also like Bertrand Russell; one of his books [The Conquest of Happiness] was very helpful when we were writing Thirteen Conversations. My favourite contemporary philosopher would have to be Noam Chomsky. I’ve been reading a lot of his books lately. When I’m really depressed, though, I read Viktor Frankl. Technically, he’s not a philosopher, but Man’s Search For Meaning is one of the best books ever written about what’s truly important.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         What would you do if you received a MacArthur ‘genius’ grant, as John Sayles did? 
         
 
         I’m not in danger of winning a MacArthur grant. Which is probably a good thing. It’s supposed to be ‘free money’, but I wouldn’t think of it that way. Can you imagine the pressure of trying to create something of ‘genius’ calibre? Even though I’m broke, I don’t like the idea of being paid in advance for something. That happened to me once. It created it’s own special hell. I couldn’t even think, it was like my brain purposely shut down.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Why don’t you and Karen cast yourselves in little bit parts in your own movies the way other directors do?
         
 
         Karen and I are two of the most self-conscious people we know. We have no business being in front of a camera. And I’d like to extend that to having my voice recorded, which, if you get the DVD, you’ll understand why. I’m still astounded every time I hear my nasal Midwestern twang played back and can’t believe that’s what I sound like. It’s very offensive. I did manage to rope Karen into filling an empty chair in John Turturro’s classroom since we were short on extras that day. She was terrified. John kept threatening to call on her. Later she told me she felt she ‘overacted’, which seems impossible, given that she was just sitting in a chair. So she’s not comfortable being in the spotlight at all.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         Are your screenplays ever going to be published?
         
 
         As far as I know, the screenplays are not going to be published. Which is probably a good thing, since Karen and I don’t own them anymore, and it would just piss us off.
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