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INTRODUCTION

I have always found it remarkable that the experience of watching a
film in a theater, unlike so many other experiences in life, has never
really changed for me. Though I'll never again be ten, the rush of dif-
ferent emotions going to a movie elicits remains astoundingly con-
stant. When the lights dim, I am back where I have been a thousand
times before. I could be about to watch one of the most dismal wastes
of celluloid in history, but for those first few moments, I'm watching
Citizen Kane. It has me in its grasp, and whether it lets go of me is, in
the end, up to the director. I walk into that theater with the expecta-
tion of greatness, that there may be at least one moment of brilliance.
It's what director Luke Greenfield calls “the chill.” It's those moments
where, as he told me, “your hair stands up on your arms, and you feel
like you can fucking fly.”

I wanted to do this book because I love how films can both excite
and disappoint me, how they somehow can make me feel a little bit
more alive, even if I've spent the last two hours sitting by myself in a
dark room. There are clearly distinct and powerful voices emerging in
film today, and it is time for attention to be paid. Was it such a differ-
ent feeling for an audience member walking out of 2004's Eternal
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind as it was for the patron leaving 1954’s
On the Waterfront? Eternal Sunshine tapped into something as honest
and real and true as Marlon Brando did when he picked up Eva Marie
Saint's glove a half century before. While Eternal Sunshine was clearly
an astonishing creation of originality, other films discussed in this
book more clearly echo the past. They are, in their own way, no less
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original. Each generation puts its unique stamp on genres, whether
it's Joe Carnahan’s call back to The French Connection in Narc or
Todd Phillips’s counterculture comedy Old School, a film which owes
an obvious debt to Animal House. The fact that they stand up so well
to (and often surpass) their inspirations is a testament to the craft of
these modern moviemakers.

Countless books have been written about the seminal filmmakers
of the 1970s, a period worthy of examination even if, as Paul Weitz
said to me, we often conveniently remove from our memories the sub-
par work that came out of that era alongside the classics. But the book
[ always wanted to read about my heroes of the 1970s was the one
written then. As fascinating as it is today to hear someone like Spiel-
berg or Scorsese or Coppola or DePalma reflect on the past, what
were they thinking at the time and in the moment? They are fully
formed filmmakers now, resolute in their methods and ideologies but
surely it must have been fascinating to hear from them as they were
learning, while they were experiencing the early ebb and flow of a ca-
reer. That is what this book is all about.

There is astounding work being done today and great filmmakers
are emerging every year. [ wanted to capture the young talents of to-
day before we know how it all pans out, before their Oscar acceptance
speeches or their $100 million flop. The filmmakers in this book are
still developing. For many, their best work is yet to come, and that is
what is perhaps most exciting about them.

Hindsight is 20/20. We ask how and when and why brilliant direc-
tors of the past lost their way. How could the talents behind such
films as The Godfather, The Last Picture Show, and The Exorcist be
the same artists responsible for Jack, The Cat's Meow, and Jade? Sev-
eral of the filmmakers I spoke with worry about similar fates. Most
agreed it was simply a matter of keeping in touch with the world
around them. David Gordon Green said, “I think there’s a point in
your life as an artist when you're aggressively reacting to the world
around you—and who you know or what you know and who you
hear—and there’s a point when you're not listening anymore and
you're just Woody Allen.” This sentiment was echoed by filmmakers
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as different from Green as McG and Brett Ratner. Can today’s film-
makers avoid the mistakes of the previous generation and remain in
the moment?

Whether a filmmaker can maintain any degree of individuality in
today’s system was another topic very much on the minds of many
filmmakers. Debates raged over the importance of final cut—that
ability to have the final say over the cut of your film—and test screen-
ings. Directors like Todd Phillips told me that “Testing a movie in gen-
eral is crucial. [ always find it amazing when directors—outside of
Steven Spielberg—just say, ‘Here’s the movie; take it or leave it." I just
find it astounding, because ultimately you really don’t know what you
have until you put it up there.” As for final cut, Brett Ratner asked
rhetorically, “Why do I need final cut? Final cut is for artistes quote
unquote, directors whose movies don't make a lot of money.” On the
other side of the fence was a filmmaker like Karyn Kusama, who in
the midst of editing her first big studio film told me she'd likely never
do another film of that kind without final cut. “T've realized I'm a
strong-minded director with a very clear sense of what I want to do,
and I just want to be left alone to do it,” she said.

As I talked to the filmmakers, I repeatedly asked myself, “What de-
fines them? What qualities does such a diverse group share?” You first
have to look at the time that has produced them. This is the first
group of filmmakers to make films in the wake of Quentin Tarantino.
Make no mistake, the long shadow of the famed former video-store
clerk hangs over many whose stories are told here. As Joe Carnahan
says, ‘Tarantino moved over the entire independent film scene like
the fucking Hindenburg.”

Like Tarantino, these men and women grew up with super eight
cameras, cable television, and VCRs. For the first time we have a gen-
eration of moviemakers who did not need to leave their homes to
study the greats of the past. In fact, this may be the first filmmaking
generation whose greatest influence wasn't the world around them so
much as the world they saw in their living room on TV. David Gordon
Green recalls the opening of the second Blockbuster video store in
the nation just blocks away from him in Texas. “I remember a sign



Xiv Introduction

when they were first opening it saying 10,000 VIDEOS and I thought,
whoa that’s going to be trouble.” Video literally changed these bud-
ding filmmakers’ lives. If the filmmakers of the 1970s had Vietnam
and the civil rights movement shaping their ethos, today's movie-
maker is more likely to be shaped by the society reflected to him in
pop entertainment. It's no surprise that perhaps the most dominant
filmmaker in the young lives of these filmmakers was Steven Spiel-
berg, the man who seemed to control Hollywood in the 1980s.

This is a group that has lived through the rise and commodification
of the independent film. Is such a seeming oxymoron possible? It
would appear so when the term “indie” needs be redefined every year
or two to the point where we now cast a cynical eye on the new inde-
pendent feature released on 500 screens by a branch of one of the
largest studio conglomerates in the world. But that does not mean
there is no independence left. The filmmakers here look not just to
Tarantino but to men like Steven Soderbergh and John Sayles for in-
spiration, two directors who have perfected the art of operating within
the studio system without becoming slaves to it.

One of the keys to negotiating this uneasy truce between com-
merce and art lies in technology. And it may be the burgeoning film-
making technologies that will truly change the face of the filmmaker
of tomorrow. No longer is filmmaking a forum for the few. The speed,
ease, and affordability of digital video may have imploded the film-
making world as we knew it. The filmmakers in this book represent
the beginning of this shift. They are the last to be reared solely on cel-
luloid and the first to enjoy the flexibility of the digital world.
Nowhere is that reflected more clearly than in the story of Kerry Con-
ran, an unassuming CalArts computer maven who began creating
miraculous worlds in the comfort of his own apartment. It is not just
the technology available to the makers of film that has made a differ-
ence to the directors of today. In an altogether different way, the ad-
vent of the Internet is surely one of the key factors in the career of
Richard Kelly, whose Donnie Darko was rescued from box-office
oblivion thanks to a fervent online following.
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Like Kerry Conran, virtually all of the filmmakers in this book
charted their own unique paths to successful careers. Of course,
there is Kevin Smith famously cobbling together a modest budget for
Clerks on maxed-out credit cards, but there are also people like
Richard Kelly spending more than $40,000 on an ambitious short
film, and a playwright, Neil LaBute, with no film experience whatso-
ever, creating one of the most provocative debuts in the modern era of
the medium.

While talking to these filmmakers, I quickly realized that their
stories—their journeys from wide-eyed adolescents to celluloid power
players—were as compelling and illuminating as many of their films.
Often their moviemaking dreams seemed almost too far out of the
realm of possibility to even say aloud. “Daring to think that I could
ever make films in Hollywood was beyond even a fantasy,” Kerry Con-
ran told me. When asked how his parents reacted to the news that he
wanted to make movies, Kevin Smith said, “It was as if I'd said to
them, ‘I'm going to go discover the nineteenth dimension.’ It was a
foreign fucking notion to them. They were like, ‘OK. Good luck with
that. We support you, but if it doesn't work out, go get a real job.”

My goal for the group of directors I chose to talk to for this book was
simple: to bring together a group of filmmakers who represent the
breadth of talent and diverse voices making films for American audi-
ences today. That meant filmmakers who have specialized in comedy,
those who have specialized in drama, and those whose specialty has
been in having no specialty. Perhaps the greatest testament to the
breadth of talent that exists today is that twenty-two more filmmakers
could have been added to this book without any diminishment of talent.

I had no hard and fast criteria for the filmmakers in this book other
than talent and significant and promising contributions to American
filmmaking. No arbitrary age requirement was determined, no quotas
were given. If a book like this were done thirty, twenty, or even ten years
ago, the lack of diversity would have been striking. Even today, the real-
ity remains that Hollywood filmmaking is still dominated by one gender
and race. However, the playing field today is undeniably shifting and
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will, no doubt, continue to do so, though there is still a ways to go.
Karyn Kusama reflected on how, as a female director, often she was
treated as something special, an anomaly, after her first film, Girlfight:
“I don't want to be considered, like, the miracle baby.”

I was continually surprised by the generosity and candor of my
subjects. Access and time are the greatest assets an interviewer can
receive. All the filmmakers in this book were extremely generous with
their time, some speaking with me on as many as four or five occa-
sions. And in an industry where honest communication sometimes
seems hamstrung by publicists, I was pleased by how many of these
filmmakers spoke with disarming honesty. I remember being taken by
surprise as Patty Jenkins revealed to me that, on the eve of filming her
breakthrough movie, Monster, she was on the brink of death because
of a freak accident. I have a feeling that Trey Parker would have told
a chimpanzee how much he and partner Matt Stone “fucking hate ac-
tors” the afternoon we spoke. I just happened to be the one chatting
him up that day. I recall a wide-ranging conversation with F. Gary
Gray where I found him interviewing me almost as much as I was
him. Halfway through our afternoon on the phone, he admitted he
was extremely nervous, having never spoken in such depth to a writer
about his career. Only weeks after his second film had left movie the-
aters, | found myself in a coffee shop with Dylan Kidd, dissecting
what had gone wrong on his sophomore effort, P.S., after everything
had gone right with his first, Roger Dodger. I met Michel Gondry at a
SoHo restaurant for lunch as he was taking a break from editing his
third film. He admitted to being fearful about what his still-in-
progress work would turn out to be, this only months after his Eternal
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind had been named one of the best films
of the year by virtually every major film critic and institution.

Fear, in fact, was a recurring theme in my talks with many of the
filmmakers: fear of temptation, fear of money, fear of failure. Kevin
Smith told me that he thought he might have been kicked out of the
moviemaking club because of the disappointing returns of Mallrats.
Luke Greenfield predicted that fear would be the overriding theme of
his career. Fear was perhaps rivaled only by feelings of self-doubt. Per-
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haps it is the nature of the business to always believe someone more
talented and driven is out there gunning for your job, but the men and
women making movies today seem to doubt themselves at every mo-
ment. Michel Gondry has yet to be satisfied with any of his film work.
F. Gary Gray says he dusts off his résumé every time he sees the first
cut of one of his films. It goes beyond doubt for Trey Parker and Matt
Stone; it's more about misery, as they told me how every moment of
making movies is excruciatingly painful for them. Filmmaking, as if it
were a surprise, is not a business for the weak.

Despite the pain and self-doubt and borderline paranoia, each of
these filmmakers holds an astounding measure of optimism and self-
confidence. Their trepidation about making movies is rivaled only by
their singular belief at times that they are truly meant to be making
films. Many are resolute that this is their one true destiny.

The first films of many I spoke with stand as testament to their be-
lief that their stories, however uncommercial they may have seemed,
demanded to be told. If there is a lesson to be learned from this group,
it is perhaps to tell the story you want to tell however you can tell it.
You will find no release slate for a major studio that includes such
seemingly commercially averse properties as Donnie Darko, Monster,
and George Washington. But each found its way to the screen thanks
to a vision that could not be compromised.

It is hard to believe sometimes that filmmaking as we know it is
less than a century old—an extraordinary art form still in its infancy.
The filmmakers here are aware of the past, hopeful of the present,
and a little wary of the future. After all, just as the moviemakers of to-
day are assuming the mantle of the last generation, there are always
others rising to take their place. As Karyn Kusama says, “There're al-
ways new, young mavericks around the corner.”

Josh Horowitz
July 2005
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JOE CARNAHAN

“I decided I didn’t want to turn out like one of these guys
at Starbucks, sitting there talking about what kind of
movie they're going to make.”
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