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CO M M E N T
A New Generation of Filmmakers Are Taking the Bull
By The Horn To Create A Middle Sector That Is Needed
To Grow An Industry

W

e live in a society where ’systems’ operate and dictate
everything we do, at work, at play, and everywhere
within our physical universe. The hardest part of
putting this issue together was finding a ‘way’ to be constantly
objective. Indeed, each time I encountered a new individual, I
was struck by the daunting reality this group of Americans
faces – an inability to access the film industry ‘system’. So
within this Special Supplement, we question: Why isn’t there
access for this group of Americans in the system?

I

n 1991 we published the first compilation of African
American filmmakers (ignited by Spike Lee’s She’s Gotta
Have It) who found a footing and gained ground within the
‘system’. We called it The New Genre: Black Filmmakers in
the 90’s. The focus was not about outer appearance but about
the manner by which the ‘system’ had embraced them, offering
hope that in a ‘down turn’ of the ‘moment’ they had become
not only the new flavor on film’s genre-menu but also a
promise of so much more.

C

urious as to what has happened between 1991 and 2007, we
again surveyed the genre’s filmmakers. To our dismay it
appears that The New Genre had been merely the moment’s
flavor of the month rather than a permanent addition to the film
menu. The great task now was to dig deep and discover WHY.
I like to think I am a disciplined, open-minded individual with
passion for what I do. Some see me as successfully – after 25
years – running my independent publishing company. To a
large extent that is the crux of the matter. I personally choose
to operate outside the structured ‘system’ norm. (Admittedly, I
would rather be enjoying the open air to sitting sequestered in
my London or LA office.) Had I opted for the ‘system’ rather
than ‘independence’, I would expect that, given the passion
and love I have for my work, I could and would have secured
my unique niche in its hierarchy and conducted my efforts on
my own terms in any number of ways. I have been fortunate to
have been raised in the UK, where what people saw on my
outer surface never threatened the sanctity of my inner ‘self’.
More importantly, any difference I might manifest from the
‘norm’ never impeded my ability to achieve success
independent of the ‘system’.

N

ow it gets interesting. If I want into the system, I have
to play the game by its rules of engagement, and,
provided I am able to ‘engage’ to the full extent of the
rules, perhaps I can make it. What is remarkable about
Hollywood is that it is not only a ‘system’, it is also a ‘club’,
and ‘they’ can revoke your membership whenever they want.
And just who are ‘they’?
Curiously, it’s not necessarily the ‘white suits’, and we can
look at the connotations of ‘white’ and ‘suit’ however our
individual perspective may be as we read this editorial, which
I hasten to add is, as always, my the comment platform to say
as I wish, whereas elsewhere in the publication our duty is to
inform and not make judgment or bring our ‘personality’ to
bear.
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T

he ‘they’ in Hollywood is made up of the ephemeral
collective of everyone involved in the film business
from the teamsters to the executives. They all live in
their ‘own’ world, and when they come together at a party or
function, they preen their feathers and expound how ‘they’
will change the flavor of the month. Are you with me so far?
Good, because it gets better.

O

f all the minority groups in America, I contend that the
group on which we have chosen to focus this Special
Supplement has the most difficult time operating with
and within the Hollywood system. (Lest you jump to the
conclusion that this is a play on the color card, I hasten to
assure you it most definitely is not, especially not from the
African American perspective.) This group, in most instances,
is comprised of third and fourth generation Americans.
America is their home, and equality is their birthright.

Are there others, America-born, who wish to play the ‘African
card’? Yes, but then we could all play that card, since it’s a
proven fact that all of humanity originated in Africa. And
that’s not the crux of the matter. From a cinephile’s viewpoint,
I was actually quite taken aback when I noted that what
appeared to be a burgeoning promising industry is not as
evident today as it was in 1991. What is more, there was a total
disconnect. That people had moved on was a natural evolution,
but that there seemed to be a void in the genre was fascinating,
including the lack of a single reference compilation to source
for making contact with this ‘New’ group of filmmakers. Not
until I saw Stomp the Yard (DO see it – it’s terrific!) did I
realize that what is missing for this group of filmmakers is a
middle ‘sector’ as ‘visible’ and vibrant for the ‘system’ as the
independents whom The Business of Film has championed
since the publication’s inception.

C

ertainly, there are top box-office bankable African
American stars, but aside from these few luminaries
there is an overwhelming preponderance of C&D
product that is reminiscent of the worst of the video boom. My
realization was at once as depressing as it was exciting.
Speaking with an executive at my bank led to connecting with
casting director Tracy ‘Twinkie’ Byrd, whose vibrant,
opinionated, passionate energy is hard to keep in check. Nor
would you want to as it’s the Twinkie’s who are exactly the
players who are needed to build the genre’s passionate
determined middle sector. From that meeting, the connections
began, growing more interesting as I pursued the quest.

E

xcept for the people I have known and featured in the
magazine over the last 17 years – Glenn Harvey, Nina
Shaw, Stephen Barnes, Bill Duke, and Thomas Carter –
being the publication we are, I wanted to have conversations
with people whom others did not know. All the filmmakers in
our survey face a common problem. Not lack of talent, beauty,
or character, but ‘access’. We interviewed more than 40
filmmaking professionals, which when compared to the DGA’s
400 members is a staggering 10% of individuals all saying the
same thing: ‘lack of access’.
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7
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A

s I talked at length with each of them, it was very clear
that while they are in no way carping about ‘color’ they
are voicing the ‘conscious unconscious’ racism that
exits in American society. In Hollywood, racism is not
malicious, not in the least, but it is a difficult ‘conscious
unconscious’ phenomenon about which, as an individual, I
could not stay silent.
On the one hand we can make any argument for the lack of
diversity, but it comes squarely back that if any person of any
color, creed, or race is unable to make objective decisions
when in a position of power, then that person does not deserve
to wield authority.

T

he ‘system’ in Hollywood is a complex animal that eats
until it is full, regurgitates, and then pigs out on the
same fare time and time again. The system, like any
other, breeds fear of non-acceptance into a structure that is
nebulous at best. So very soon you realize that to work and
play in the Hollywood ‘system’ you have to be a little ‘off’.
Why would anyone want to spend days, weeks, months, or
years trying to get into a system, that frankly has no regard for
you because you are but a number in its nebulous universe?
The fact is, one has to make your own system, create your own
network, formulate your own rules of engagement. Then you
can choose whether or not to participate. In my case, I could be
part of the system and produce empty volumes of editorial that
informs little, are about things we alreday know and reflect self
Before you get carried away, remember this is a discussion, an
open forum in an attempt to find out WHY there is not ‘access’
in the main for this group of talented individuals. The answer is
they need to create their ‘own’ system because the one that
exists is a ‘club’ with exclusive membership.

E

very individual is different and when I interviewed
several dozen individuals for this survey I came away
with a better understanding of the fabric that makes up
this very diverse group of Americans, a group of
extraordinarily talented people whose voice is stifled because
the very ‘system’ that professes to liberate them is the very
system that confines them. History – in business, with a friend,
in a marriage – is what makes ‘you’ what you are. This group’s
history and what their parents and grandparents fought for
makes up the fabric of who they are. It is a smokescreen to
pretend that ‘conscious unconscious’ racism does not exist,
which, as a direct result, makes it all but impossible for this
group to have ‘access’.
We can talk all day about the ‘system’ and how it’s driven by
money. From where I sit, that’s a cop-out. And it’s not the
‘white suits’ who are withholding access but each individual
person of American society, wherever that person may be on
the totem pole, who does not reach back and bring another
along.

P

lay the game and pretend all you want. We can all say
that we can’t stand in someone else’s shoes – nor should
we want to. We can make demands when we are in a
position to do so. It’s simple; it’s not complicated.
Now that we get the picture, or maybe not quite, consider

C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 6

those who assume that a great education, a great house, and
living in the best areas in town is ‘making it’. I think not. Until
an industry as powerful as the film business can make a movie
in which Don Cheadle pulls a gun, instead of being shot on
sight, is almost politely wrestled to the ground (as Adam
Sandler was in (Reign Over Me), these Americans are not even
near to where they deserve to be and belong. What does it take
to achieve that kind of equality?
To be very honest, we have barely scratched the surface of the
issue and the complexity of issues within the issues is vast.
Throughout our survey, we asked the same set of question of
everyone, over and over again. And over and over again, one
word stood out above all: ‘access’.

I

believe it is healthy for the business for all colors to face
this reality. We all sit and pretend it’s not happening, like
the abuse of a family member inside the home. In this case,
America is home, and the abuse is committed by the majority
within the ‘system’ who, consciously or unconsciously
because of position or power, fail the whole society, by
wielding that power incorrectly and causing the very
commodity that fires the engine disappear in vast numbers
before their eyes year after year.

D

iversity is the NEW money in all regard, both above
and below the line. That diversity is coming, fueled by
the Twinkie’s of the world and the realization that it
can be done, by building an industry so that in 10 years’ time
more Americans can participate. I believe the ‘majority’ in the
system need to pay attention. It’s not too late, and the solution
is startling simple. The studios are no longer owned by
individuals. Just as Polygram was dismantled, so too can other
‘system’ satelites be taken down. No one is immune even
among the majority.
The sector on which we have focused this Special Supplement
needs to network more. Merely reaching the top and
surrounding oneself with one’s peers avails nothing. Success
will be measured by how many new participants are brought
into the fold. That’s how it’s done in the ‘system’. It’s a
relatively easy concept to absorb.

T

he Americans featured in this survey have broken the
taboo and have spoken honestly and passionately
because passion is the key to survival and success in this
business. It’s an exciting time not because of the technology
that is coming but because, for this group, and other minorities
as well, it is time. Salma Hayek’s deal with MGM is a brilliant
stroke of genius for all concerned, no matter who did the
brokering.

The Business of Film
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Knowledge Is Power
Perception Is The Key

I

in an effort to bring some of the parts
of the State of the Industry: A New
Generation of American Filmmakers
into an objective platform it is really
necessary to understand the first fundamental
factor of the ‘game’: Power is either earned or
it’s handed down.
In an environment where there is little that can
be handed down as it has really only been
since after the Civil Rights movement of the
60s that this group of Americans could begin
to build a power base, the next factor has to
be: Perception that once some measure of
Power is acquired then it is incumbent those
seeking Power in a ‘system’ to Bring ‘one
other’ along.
given all the variables, it is difficult to
understand ‘why’, in a ‘system’ that
claims to reward ‘merit’ with the
coveted Oscar, more meritorious
accomplishments of African Americans are
not recognized. This conundrum surfaced
when The Business of Film attempted to
gather statistics on the number of ‘ethnic
minority’ executives operating under the film
industry’s Diversity umbrella, and was told
that the information is unavailable. Why would
it be unavailable? Why have a Diversity
executive at all if there is no substance to its
meaning?

G

Cannes
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I

since Power can be positive or
negative, it is obligatory to consciously
exercise Power positively. It would
appear that BFF, a group numbering
approximately
200
Black
business
professionals, might just be actively doing that.
in that there is Perception of the need
to build a Power base, ‘achieving’ that
goal could be accomplished quite
simply if very wealthy African
Americans in areas such as Entertainment &
Sport, two universally ‘visible’ arenas of
success and ‘image’, would deposit small
portions of personal wealth into a Black
owned and operated Bank such as Los
Angeles based Broadway Federal. Not only is
this the oldest African American bank west of
the Mississippi, but its President & COO,
Glenn Harvey, is only African American
Banker having expertise in both banking and
the international film industry. This
combination of finance and insight could then
establish a foundation for the much needed
power base so that it can become part of the
‘system’, thereby enabling Diversity to
propagate and prosper.
Anything less is a complete waste
of the Perception afforded by the
‘struggle’ that made the potential
for Power possible.

A

Black Snake Moan Directed by John Singleton Produced by Stephanie Allain
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Power Conceives Nor Concedes
Anything Without A Demand
Glenn Harvey is the President and Chief Operating Officer
of Broadway Federal Bank, the largest and only publicly
traded African American bank west of the Mississippi. With
assets exceeding $300 million, it operates five full service
branches, serving its African American and Latino clientele
since 1947 in the South Central and Mid-City Los Angeles
market. In an exclusive frank, enlightening, and candid
interview, Glenn Harvey talks to Elspeth Tavares about
how important it is for African Americans to structure and
build leverage in the film business and how support from
the film community would enable him to grow the bank and
be in a position to offer more banking of projects as the
only Black banker experienced in financing films
domestically and internationally in the US.
Glenn Harvey
THE BUSINESS OF FILM:
Glenn, we had
a pre-talk about the state of the industry and all
the questions I have posed to the 40 filmmakers
The Business of Film has interviewed. We first
met when you were at Daiwa with Will Tyler, but
I wasn’t aware until today that your family is part
of a banking tradition that innovated banking and
many other services for the Black community in
America and particularly in L.A. As a banker
who’s been in the film business, from your
viewpoint how can films, such as the project
someone has about the Black jockey who went to
Russia, be made? How can you be of assistance
to the filmmakers, if indeed you can? What are
your views on what has happened and what is
happening in the film industry since you and I
first met way back?
GLENN HARVEY: My viewpoint is that of a
banker, because a film, not unlike any other
business venture, is funded with a mix of debt
and equity. I, as a banker, provide the debt
portion of it, and the debt portion from our side
is usually liening against presales of the film
rights or soft collateral so we’re not taking as
extensive a box office risk as the other parties
have taken. We are taking the risk that those
parties will be able to pay us upon delivery.
We’re not taking box office risks, but we are
taking risks on people who are taking that
exposure. That is just one component of
financing a film. I think the challenge has, is, and
continues to be the equity component, the hard
6 The Business of Film

capital, the at-risk money that’s put into a film
that helps one build around it in terms of selling,
achieving presales and soft collateral so the
combination of equity, soft money and presales
generate enough money for the budget. The
challenge for us is not just as a people but as
filmmakers, because films typically are at least
$2-3 million to start with before you get to P&A.
There is a substantial financial investment, and it

that someone puts up $20 million
and after the film is launched
within 48 hours they know whether
their $20 million is good money
or bad money

comes back to: Who’s going to put up that hard
equity capital whereby the bankers and
distributors can build on top of that capital
structure? That has been an elusive problem, and
until the industry figures it out, it will continue to
be one. The question then is: How do films get
made? The studios have imbedded equity in their
films, and are able to pull out profits from their
library of a hundred or more films, which
generates a certain cash flow, and they can
siphon off some of that cash flow to fund the

equity components for their new projects. Or
there’s a Bob Yari and other deep-pocketed
individuals who are able to equity fund some
projects out of their own pockets and then turn
around and presell. They have the ability to go
into their hard equity capital, take the box office
risks, and lay it off post facto with domestic
distribution rights and international sales. The
latest group of high net worth individuals who
have the desire to go into the film industry and
‘put films together’ have been more cautious and
better informed than folks were in the 70’s and
80’s. Be that as it may, the characteristic, as high
net worth individuals, is that they are taking hard
earned money out of some other business not
film related and putting it into film and taking
that 100% box office risk on day one. So, that’s
the challenge in the business. It’s a tough and
challenging financial model. Even if you
stripped away all the socio-economic and
metaphysical issues related to film, just on it’s
face film is a challenging business, especially
with the way the release windows are changing.
It’s a scary venture to think that someone puts up
$20 million and after the film is launched within
48 hours they know whether their $20 million is
good money or bad money. When that kind of
money is involved in the making of a film,
you’re sitting there hoping and praying to God
that the first weekend gross looks good. I’ve
been lucky enough to bank a whole host of
different sectors and industries, and I can’t think
of one where so much risk is placed in such a
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7
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short window. Then there is the question of the
distribution mechanics. Even if a filmmaker has
the ability to equity fund or prime the pot with
some equity money and you get the negative
made, you go through the whole distribution
issues and challenges. There are certainly
‘distribution mechanisms’ that need the content
and can push the product out and make that
mechanism continue to flow and pay for
themselves. That also presents a challenge but
less so because on the bank side we are starting
to see some prints and advertising facilities that
are being put together. You’re seeing bankers
who understand the concept of prints and
advertising money being last in and first out.
There are some unique financings crafted around
P&A because it’s a simple concept of last money
in, first money out. That’s a different concept
from equity funding a film or even playing
banker to a film where you’re liening against a
whole host of contracts.

TBOF: Isn’t it true though that within the last
two years or so, within the changing window,
with the new technology and the ability to make
product and with the need for content
worldwide, that film has become a solid
commodity?

GH: Yes, I agree with you, but my knee jerked
when you said ‘commodity’. My other knee
jerks and says ‘cheap’. Not ‘cheap’ meaning low
quality but just not expensive. Something comes
very ‘commodity-like’ when you’re taking down
the cost of production with the digital
capabilities available and you’re pushing
everything to a video/ DVD window. If it’s just
pure video/DVD ‘play’, the amount of money
you can pre-buy that for or presale it for on the
other side of the table is much less than on a
domestic theatrical. Effectively, if you take away
that domestic theatrical window then you’re
down to the DVD and other alternative media on
which sales often justify high minimum
guarantees. In the old days, the minimum
guarantee for a video would certainly tie to how
many theaters you are going to release on
theatrical. If you disassociate theatrical from
video you’re taking the size and scope of the
project down. Some people may say, “Well,
great. Instead of worrying about it being a $2040 million adventure, now I can think of $2-3
million, in terms of my cost economics.” I would
tend to agree with that. When you take the cost
down, you do take down the risk of the film per
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

Broadway Federal Bank (inset) the Historical building in 1947
say, but the return goes down as well. The risk
goes down exponentially more than the return
because there are some video windows that have
been quite lucrative for films that have been
produced in an economic fashion. I think there
are some windows of opportunity for the
filmmakers. For example, look at Master P. His
model. 5-6-7 years ago, was revolutionary in
going straight to video with grass roots
marketing of opening up the trunk and utilizing

instead of worrying about
it being a $20-40 million
adventure now I can
think of $2-3 million in
terms of my cost economics

a group of hip-hop kids to hit the clubs. They put
the videos out there and made a fair amount of
money. Then there is Jeff Clanagan who recently
formed Code Black Entertainment, who came
from that world, took it up a tier or two and it
became more formalized. Because our
filmmakers can go the straight video route, there
are more opportunities for us to get investors
involved because eyebrows aren’t going to rise
as high when you’re talking a $2–3 million
investment as opposed to $20–40 million. Even
so, crashing and burning on $2–3 million is still
money. Be that as it may, it’s a little less painful
than $20 million. So some opportunities are
there for our filmmakers, but again, you come

back to the ‘pot of equity capital’, and the pot of
equity capital will go much further if that’s the
main window of the distribution channel that
you’re going for.

TBOF: There are some films, I doubt they are
$2-3 million, that have been going straight to
video. There has been a crop of people in the last
five years making these films, but they’re
unwatchable. What’s more, they are worse, in
my opinion, than the negative images in the
mainstream films. They have no production
values, no script, and in many instances,
degrading subject matter. These producers are
making money, which strongly suggests there is
a hunger within the audience to see themselves
portrayed on the screen, and it’s a huge audience.
The films themselves may be making money for
these producers, but they’re doing nothing to
enhance the ‘community’ or the global audience
with images of what ‘is’ African-American
society or culture. In trying help those
filmmakers who do want to produce culturally
enriching product, is the answer that a banker
like yourself who understands the intricacies of
the ‘deal’ needs to get together with stars, or
high net individuals with the ‘resources’, and
establish a fund (say $2 million from each
person), controlled by individuals with
experience, so there is a pot of say $20 million,
where with a mixture of proven filmmakers or
commercial projects from independents, finance
is then ‘accessible’? Good films can be made for
a million to a million and a half. If that was
doable, one could grow that middle sector of say
10 decent films coming out for an audience that
hungers for variety images of ‘themselves’ and

Continued on page 8

The Business of Film

7

Cannes
2 0 0 7

S TAT E O F A N I N D U S T R Y

continued from page 7
build that way. Many filmmakers (that includes
filmmakers across the board of all races) have
access to money, but haven’t a clue about the
mechanism of getting ‘a film from script’ and
the complexity of the business as a whole. What
do you think?

GH:

So the funds make sense but then it
comes back to the hardcore questions. Let’s
strip away the theory and get pragmatic. Which
twenty people are you going to call in the
country? First question: Do they necessarily
have to be Black or can they be non-Black
people? If they are African-Americans who
have surplus cash available, once you start
vetting whom you would actually call,
unfortunately, the list gets pretty short. Our
bank is actually doing business with one of the
largest Black equity funds in the country. Their
view is that they want to invest in industrial
companies. You have pots of money that are
forming but they are going after more
traditional businesses. Like any other capital
investment out there, they have to compete for
the dollars. We, as a people, don’t have that
much institutional money. There aren’t that
many pots of institutional money to approach
and the majority are going towards, or trying to
find a classic mini studio model to finance.
There are a limited number of capital buyers
and, in terms of deploying their money, they go
the traditional way or a watered down version
of it. The traditional way is a mini studio.
What’s the vehicle? Now it’s the BFF (Black
Film Foundation) Seminars. We certainly have
the people in the room who could staff a studio,
but the problem is there’s a hundred different
employers in the room. If you want to create
this mini studio, you’re talking about hiring
talent, amassing talent, putting talent in the
structure and having them work on the projects.
That’s almost revolutionary in and of itself
because we’re still pioneers out there. The film
industry is even a little bit behind the industrial
side. There and on the corporate side you’re
starting to see people who have spent 25-30
years in the corporate and industrial
environment starting to come back to the
community, to their equity funds to start the
buy. There’s a large cadre of folks there, but on
the film side it’s still very miniscule, I agree
with you, there are challenges for the new
young folk coming in. When I look at Civil
Rights in the 60s & 70s in the United States, the
communities were very good, affirmative action
8 The Business of Film

then and went to some great schools. I had to
get the grades, but affirmative action helped me
in. In the generation behind me, where my
daughters are right now, right now, UCLA has
3% - 2% - 1% Black people enrolled, less than
when I attended in the early 80’s because we
took our eye off that Civil Rights ball and it’s
meandering all through society. I’m a babybaby boomer. The older baby boomers and the
baby-baby boomers had opportunities for
advancement because of the civil rights
struggle. The eye was taken off the ball and so
there’s not a big cadre, apparently, of young
talent coming up underneath us. I think what’s
probably going to happen is that the film

get into the mindset of
Gee I’ve been doing this
for 25 years because
I thought this was
the way to go but it’s
not I’m going to go out

industry will have to ‘mature’ to a point where
enough of us will have the financial and
relationship capacity to amicably pull away
from Time Warner or Paramount or wherever.
The big paycheck is there for us, as the most
senior of us still work at these organizations
that afford us a very nice lifestyle. What’s the
alternative? It’s easy for us to say, “Why don’t
we?” But, to tell someone to leave their nice
lifestyle, with all the trappings, to go work
with whom and do what? That’s the challenge
we need to create. I think there are individuals
who are at a point where they can get into the
mindset of “Gee, I’ve been doing this for 25
years, because I thought this was the way to
go, but it’s not. I’m going to go out.” I’ve seen
that on the commercial/ industrial side. I’ve
heard that story more and more often, and I’m
starting to hear it in film where people have
been senior executives who have worked at
any of the four studios for 10–15 years. This is
the first wave of black people who have had
that opportunity. As we get more populated in
the industry and the baby-baby boomers get
fed up with system per se and understand how
it works, they will be more willing to branch
out and work together. I’m 46 so I’m a baby-

baby boomer, but the older baby boomers – the
60’s and 55’s – were the first 2 or 3 guys and
ladies in their class at Stanford or wherever. I
don’t think that small number encouraged a
whole lot of camaraderie. Maybe they walked
into those universities with a social
consciousness, but I guarantee that after four
or five years not everyone walked out of that
process with the same social consciousness
that got them in there. Be that as it may, we
have to let that process work itself through to
a point where the 25-year executive’ leaves the
system, calls his writer buddy, and calls his
other buddy at the bank or the deep pocket
individual he knows who has made it. That’s
when I think you’ll start to see things happen
slowly. Relative to that connectivity of how
we’ve helped each other right now, I had an
example of something yesterday that was
helpful with the BFF. It was minor but it’s
powerful in a subtle way. We’re a lender to
MGM/Sony Studios, which has about $3
billion out there in debt. We’re only a
relatively small lender. Sony is refinancing
with JP Morgan, and when they refinance they
pay off the old loan and bring on a new loan.
As a bank we don’t necessarily want to get
paid off. It’s nice, but I want the new loan. So
we sent an email to JP Morgan informing them
that we’re one of the existing lenders and we’d
like to grow. Their response hemmed and
hawed with ‘we don’t quite know’ and ‘this
might be for the institutions.’ A nice luxury
that, so I emailed Warrington and said,
“Warrington, who do we know at Sony on the
diversity side who will care that the oldest and
largest African-American/Latino bank is
potentially on the verge of getting shut out or
getting repaid?” The nicest thing happened. An
email came back, we got a name, we’re onto
somebody, and we’re on the list to get invited
into the bank deal. (Post Script – We closed the
new loan) Those are subtle things but
everything happens at the right time. We’re
trying to grow this bank from $300 million to
a billion. So, we’re certainly going to need the
help of the community in terms of deposits and
hopefully we can turn around and lend the
money out and deploy the capital. But the
opportunity for us to bridge out to someone like
Sony as a borrower is historic for us. It’s also
historic that we had a pressure point within the
organization to lean on and make sure that the
powers that be – the JP Morgans of the world –
didn’t shut out our bank.
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TBOF: That’s great, and something the
filmmakers need to buy into. More need to be
found. We interviewed a 22-year old actress –
there are very few actresses of color and even
less in that age range – who said, regarding older
baby boomers and younger baby boomers, that
she felt a lack of baby boomers trying to pull her
along, and that she doesn’t want to be singled out
because she is a person of color, she just wants
to be an actress because she thinks she’s a great
actress. This is what’s missing in the film
industry. Cut to BFF. There’s almost a secrecy
about the organization. Why wouldn’t the group
want people to know there are ‘folks’ in the
system that ‘filmmakers’ can hook into? Isn’t
that part of what could be if we are speaking of
growing not only an industry but also a
community?

GH: It’s indeed not as surreptitious or
clandestine. as you may think. Certainly
everyone at the summit has the capability and
does reach out to one and other. There’s a very
strong and good network at that level. The
question is the ‘babies’ coming up. How do they
get involved?
TBOF: My point, without casting disparages
at the group, is that you’re all networking
between yourselves to benefit each other. From
where I sit, that is elitist and smacks of the same
‘club’ structure the filmmakers are fighting
against.

GH: We are networking amongst ourselves to
benefit each other, and there are deals and films
that are being produced as result of the
networking. The local BFF chapters sponsored
mixers and workshops for the younger talent
coming into the industry This collaboration is
historic among black people in Hollywood.
TBOF: Wouldn’t it be great to know what
those films and or deals closed are? Would it not
give the community out there a sense of ‘we are
helping each other’?

GH: Yes, however, the deals had to be crafted
and closed before there was any news to share. I
can say there have now been meaningful results.
Very high-powered relationships exist within the
group. In terms of bringing up the babies, every
year the summit has reviews that roster folk in,
and we churn the members. If you’re actively
involved, you’re going to stay. If you’re just
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there because of your title at a studio, in a couple
of years you get rotated out.. I have seen some
young talent come up. But, Elspeth, you touched
on something that got to the core of me.
Sometimes as Black folk we want the benefit of
the network but we don’t want anyone to know
we’re Black. We don’t want to be ‘Black and
Proud.’ And that’s a challenge because you’re
either going to benefit from the network and go
along with all that brings or you’re not. It’s
tough for me when folk say, “I just want to do
good. I want the brothers and sisters to help me,
but I don’t want to be viewed as Black or
White.” Theoretically you can make yourself
anything you want. But when you walk into that
casting call or you walk into that boardroom, at
the end of the day, you are a Black writer or you
are a Black banker. Sometimes we are taught to
soft-pedal our race and to feel we shouldn’t
share it. It’s such an uncomfortable subject.
Though it’s dominating discussions all over
America, as well as views of the population and
the film business, we’re taught to keep it in our
back pocket and be shy about it. I want to share
something with you. I recently spoke to sixty
young African-American men at a high school
here, the oldest boys’ high school in LA. I’m on
the board of directors at this Jesuit High school,
and I was addressing all the African-American
young men in the school. One of the things I told
them was that I’ve been the only Black director
on the Board since it started about eight years
ago. When there are ‘Blackcentric’ topics that
come up at the Board meetings, there are days
that I don’t feel like raising my hand because it’s
another Black topic. The Board all look at me
and ‘think’, “What is Glenn going to say?” There
are days when I wish I were colorblind and could
let someone else handle ‘this issue’ but I know
they won’t. I told these kids that I may want to
be that guy who just blends in with everybody
and has an easy board meeting, but when those
issues come up relative to my constituency, I’m
duty bound because I’ve been given the
opportunity to stand up for our folk, for our
people. It’s uncomfortable to stand up because
they sit there and ‘think’, “Oh, here he goes with
the Black issue again.” That particular Black
issue was about affordability at the school, and
about getting non-Catholics into the school, all
issues that are central to us in terms of the in and
out of a school that deals with our folk. It would
have been real easy for me to say, “I just want to
blend in.” We just let in the largest class ever in
this school’s history of accepting African-
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sometimes we are
taught to soft-pedal
our race and to feel
we shouldn’t share
it it’s such an
uncomfortable subject

American young men and that class would never
have happened if I had blended in. It’s tough
being Black, but we have to champion our
causes. In Hollywood there are numerous
ethnicities that certainly take care of themselves
and are proud of who and what they are. We
sometimes have a duality complex. Talk about
the duality of Black folks has been broached in
African-American literature quite often, but it is
true. We have this ‘White’ America but we are
African-American folks. Sometimes we take the
wind out of our sails by not sticking up for
ourselves and for each other to be comfortable
and fit into the ‘nice corporate environment’.
But power conceives concedes nothing without a
demand and we have to be in there and demand
these changes, because if we don’t, it’s going to
remain the status quo.

TBOF: In 1991 when The Business of Film
featured the first compilation of African
American filmmakers, The New Genre: Black
Filmmakers in the 1990’s, it was about the ‘new
revenue source’ the studios had discovered
rather than the complexity of the filmmakers. In
my mind, you are Americans. This is your
country; you don’t have another country you can
call your own even if you wanted to. You have to
resolve the situation to be part of the American
mainstream because, of all the ethnicities, one
could argue you are the most at a ‘disadvantage’,
and as far as I can see, you are behind the 8-ball
due to your color. For other minorities, it’s hard
but it‘s just not the same.
GH: I certainly understand and appreciate and
get a kick about finding roots that trace back to
the homeland or to Africa. I’m fourth generation
American. We were here from the late 1700’s or
early 1800’s. We’re part of the structure.
Continued on page 10
The Business of Film
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continued from page 9

TBOF: You come from a film financing
background and understand the film industry
very well. I know you have only been at
Broadway Federal for about one year, but what
can you do for filmmakers on the film side? It
can be a good business for the bank if it’s
structured correctly.

GH: My background in film financing goes
back to Daiwa Bank with Will Tyler and Chris
Ball who started New Market Films. Last year I
left as a Senior Vice President of Comerica
Entertainment Group with Morgan Rector et al.
I certainly learned the business of film
financing from the veterans. Our view here at
Broadway is that we are hopeful and open to
looking at vanilla pick-ups. We are not at the
stage yet from a risk perspective, nor do we
have the ability to analyze and monitor
perspective split rights and split rights with
gaps with soft money. That is the province of
banks that have bigger infrastructure than I do.
My goals in the short term to do a couple of
things. I’m certainly open to sharing my view
of structures and how deals get done to
filmmakers. I’ve taken a number of meetings
and expect to continue taking meetings and
share on a free consultant base the views on
marketing and how bankers differ because
there’s a huge misconception on the part of
filmmakers about how banks participate. They
think you are a film banker and the next thing
you know there’s a script on your desk. It’s a
question of taking a step back with them,
discussing the negative pick up, minimum
guarantees, and split rights. By the time you get
through that, they then think the concept is,
“Okay, let me go get some presales and then I
can get the bank involved.” There are banks
playing a certain part of that capital structure.
At Broadway, because of our size, we are just
powering up to bring the dream team of bankers
here. At a $300 million institution size, my loan
size is about $4 million. The goal is to grow my
asset size to a billion. Then I can take on the
margin and more risk, because that’s what
we’re talking about. Film is a very risky slice of
a banker’s portfolio. To the extent that I’m able
to build in size, then on the margin I can do
more deals that have a ‘little’ more risk. As I
grow in size then I can do not the $4 million
pick up, but the $10 million pick up. Or I can do
the $7 million pick up that has a gap in it. At
that point, you can start to take a million or two
at risk. The current snapshot of my capital is
10 T h e B u s i n e s s o f F i l m

we’re trying to rebuild the franchise, the classic
platform, grow through deposits, corner
branches, and doing loans. We were the agent
for the Los Angeles Sparks WNBA acquisition.
We were the first bank of any color to do an
acquisition loan for the WNBA, and the same
with Chivas USA MLS team that plays in Los
Angeles. We have bridged out to non-traditional
forms of communities’ savings and loans. My
goal here is for us to be a community bank that
leverages on sixty years of providing mortgages
to folks in the inner city because we’re a direct
product of red lining where loans could be had.

we are just powering up
to bring the dream team
of bankers here at a
$300 million institution
size my loan size is
about $4 million
TBOF: What does the term ‘red lining’
mean?

GH:
In the United States in the 40’s, they
used to take a map and draw a red line down it
that would define the border between the good
neighborhood and the bad neighborhood. So
‘red lining’ meant a bank not lending to certain
neighborhoods. In Los Angeles, it was South
Los Angeles. Broadway Federal – we’re named
Broadway because we started at 45th &
Broadway in South Los Angeles – was the first
bank that provided mortgages to people of color
sixty years ago because people of color could
not get mortgages. So that’s our legacy and
we’ll continue to provide mortgages and
commercial real estate loans. Now, take the
community bank and add funky boutique bank.
That’s where I brought in sports clients and
entertainment clients, and where we do our
church loans. These are niches where we can
grow and be a significant player in the ‘spaces’,
not just in a ‘geographical space’ but in the
‘business genre spaces’. Who would think that
Broadway could bank Chivas USA? And the
owners of Chivas USA founded Corona beer,
that’s a gold label relationship. Similarly, we
were the first bank in L.A. or maybe in the
country to give church loans sixty years ago.
We’re very good in the faith-based sector and

giving church loans. So we want to expand the
bank from a growth perspective, which will
allow the bank to be more aggressive in the
size and type of deals we can commit to. At
$300 million I’m the largest Black bank west
of the Mississippi, the oldest and maybe the
sixth largest in the country. The difference
between our bank and #1 is maybe $300
million; so the largest African-American bank
is maybe $600–700 million. That’s miniscule
in the banking world. We, as a people, need
billion dollar institutions out there, and until
we create billion dollar institutions you need
those drivers to participate and underpin
everything else. My very basic goal is to build
the biggest and largest inner city bank. My
market is now Latino and African-American
and to a lesser extent Asian and certainly
Caucasian as Caucasians move back into the
inner city. We want to be a very good urban
bank, but to the extent that we can grow, we
can create and become an institution that we as
a people never had in the United States and
one that is critical for underpinning,
facilitating, and enabling the mid-class. Until
that’s created you’re always going to have a
Black filmmaker going to a majority bank. As
it stands, there’s no bank for a Black
filmmaker to go to that knows the film
industry and knows banking.

TBOF: In order to achieve that goal,
wouldn’t it be a great help for the ‘stars’ who
have accumulated ‘a high net worth’ in the
film business, or people of color with money,
to bank with Broadway Federal? It seems to
me, why wouldn’t they?

GH: City National has made a very good
name for itself and very good money for its
shareholders by being the entertainment bank.
And what does that mean? I came from
Comerica, an entertainment bank too. But
Comerica was a lender. City National locks up
the money, and takes primary deposits. For
Broadway, deposits from high net worth
individuals and high profile individuals
absolutely help. What’s the value proposition
to them? I’ve never been good in charity
fundraisers as I’m a little shy. I believe in
value for value. So if we were to approach one
of the Black owned and operated production
companies out there now, or any of the ‘stars’
who have a ‘high net worth’, for the sake of
discussion, the value proposition is this: “You
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7
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have $100 million at Bank of America at 4%,
the prevailing rate. Would you give us a chance
to take $10 million out of that and give you
4.25%? We have a product care whereby the
Federal Government allows us to insure up to
$35 million per deposit, so you’re not taking
any risk on the bank whatsoever. From a risk
perspective you’re actually better off than you
are at B of A because B of A is not giving you
that insurance route, and from a return on your
deposit perspective you’re also doing better.”
And then this little bank can take that deposit
and help fund a new branch or help fund loans.
Because where do I get the money to loan?
From the deposits. So it’s a value proposition
that’s straight X’s and O’s without charity,
without the overlay of social responsibility. It
makes sense. The challenge is getting to the
gatekeepers that have some vested interest in
banking with these majority banks for
whatever reason or other. We need the Wills
and the Oprahs of the world to tell their
business managers, “Take a little bit of my
money and put it over there.” It doesn’t hurt
them, it helps them, and it helps us. So it’s one
of those few win-win situations. It’s a double
underscore win course out there. It’s very
natural, and it’s a story that we’re going to get
out there and continue to tell. We have been
successful in tracking some entertainment
deposits. The Tracey Edmonds Company has
rolled some money through here. We’re hopeful
that the momentum will pick up, and like you
said, Elspeth, “Why not?” City National does
not have to lock up all of your money. I
understand that they have concierge officers who
will show up and give you a new car if you get
in an accident. I have folk who could
theoretically do that, or I could do that, and
maybe we would do that. Give us a chance. And
if we don’t do that as a people then how can we
circle around and say there aren’t any Black
institutions when all of your money is locked up
with Bank of America? How can you be upset
there’s no Black financial institution to help
you? Otherwise, where will we get the money?

TBOF: Exactly. How can anyone then
challenge the fact that the films that could be
made by your own talented filmmakers, which
in a very short space of time, could change the
imagery of African Americans are not being
produced? You can’t moan about it, because
it’s in ‘your’ own hands.
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it’s a double underscore
win course out there it’s
very natural and it’s a
story that we’re going
to get out there and
continue to tell

GH:

Yes. It’s in your own hands. Again,
Elspeth, I go back to the fact that we are still
pioneers. What you and I are talking about is
building the first billion-dollar Black bank.
Hopefully someone will look back at this
feature ten years from now and laugh, saying:
“Given as much capital Black folks had, I can’t
believe there wasn’t one billion dollar Black
bank then in the United States.” But in order
for us to build our way out of this we need
these fundamental institutions on the landscape
for our side of the film industry to grow. Right
now, I’m just trying to build a very basic
institution with low risk that can jump and help
facilitate one or two filmmakers.

TBOF: When we talk about ‘vanilla deals’,
what are we talking?
GH:

If someone came to me and had a
pick-up from Fox, we’d do that, or a pick-up
from Time Warner. If we’re looking at a
minimum guarantee from one company, or
two companies, that we can understand,
certainly it would be easy to do that. Do I
have the ability to understand fifteen
contracts in Europe? No, I don’t. But do I
have the ability to bank one Fox contract,
Paramount, or Tim Warner? Absolutely, to the
limit of $4 million.

TBOF: That’s great. That’s a start, that’s a
bit of hope.

GH:

That’s hope with no one even
putting deposits on it. That’s something. If we
could see deposits, we could do more.
TBOF:
line.

That’s reality. That’s the bottom

Glenn Harvey is the President and Chief Operating Officer of
Broadway Federal Bank, the largest and only publicly traded
African American bank west of the Mississippi. Broadway
Federal has assets exceeding $300 million and operates five
full service branches serving the South Central and Mid-City
Los Angeles market since 1947.
Prior to joining Broadway Federal in 2006, Harvey was a
senior vice president with Comerica Bank-California,
Entertainment Group Division, and has structured and
arranged approximately twenty syndicated loan facilities
totaling $1.2 billion. He was also responsible for structuring
placement and arranging corporate financing for Comerica’s
largest entertainment clients including Anschutz Entertainment
Group, Regency Entertainment, Franchise Films, and
Fireworks Entertainment. He has structured and placed film
financing for Hostage, Rat Race, Angel Eyes, Driven, Jeepers
Creepers II, and Hard Ball, among other feature films.
Glenn Harvey crafted Comerica Bank’s first professional
sports finance credit policy and has been the bank’s senior
relationship manager to the Los Angeles Dodgers, Boston
Celtics, Golden State Warriors, Oakland Athletics, Staples
Center/Home Depot Center, San Antonio Spurs, Memphis
Grizzlies, and Columbus Blue Jackets. He grew Comerica’s
professional sports banking and finance efforts into one of the
largest in the country.
Prior to his joining Comerica, Harvey was vice
president/senior relationship manager for Credit Lyonnais,
where he was responsible for an $800 million global gaming
portfolio, the fourth largest gaming portfolio in the world. He
oversaw identification and cross-sell of capital markets
opportunities with an emphasis on gaming and general
corporate sectors.
At Sumitomo Bank, Mr. Harvey served as vice president/team
leader and analyst of an elite group to agent and structure
split-rights film transactions in 1986. He also created
Sumitomo’s western U.S. cable lending strategy and was
responsible for creation of a $300 million cable loan portfolio.
He completed Union Bank’s Credit Training Program followed
by completion of the Capital Markets Training Program at
Citicorp Investment Bank, which included rotations through
the Swaps desk, Private Placements, Mergers and Acquisitions
and Syndications.
Shortly after the Rodney King disturbances, Mr. Harvey
founded The Playground, an innovative inner city retail
concept. He opened two stores, one on Florence Avenue in
south central Los Angeles and the other in Compton. At that
time The Playground was the only African-American
authorized dealer of Nike and Reebok in Los Angeles. He built
a large playground next to the Florence store, boasting
basketball courts and kid-owned-and-operated concession
stands where disadvantaged kids learned how to run a
business. The Playground hosted visits from President Bill
Clinton and Secretary of Commerce Ron Brown. It was also
featured on “The McNeil Lehrer NewsHour” and CBS’s “Eye
on America.”
A third generation Los Angeleno, Harvey received an
undergraduate degree from UC Berkeley and a Masters in
Business Administration and Juris Doctor from UCLA. In
1998, he was appointed by Bishop Gordon Bennett, S.J. as an
inaugural member of Loyola High School’s Board of Regents.
In his capacity as a current Regent, Mr. Harvey serves on the
Board Affairs Committee and Alumni Committee. Mr. Harvey’s
work on the Board of Regents has been critical toward
doubling the number of African American Students currently
enrolled at Loyola High School. He has lectured at UCLA
Extension on project film financing. Mr. Harvey competed for
UC Berkeley’s track and field team and has continued his
involvement in youth sports by coaching several championship
high-school and age-group track athletes and teams. Mr.
Harvey is married, and the proud father of three girls.
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Professionalism & Poise: The Industry’s
First Female Entertaintainment Lawyers
United States

Nina L. Shaw is a founding partner in
the entertainment law firm of Del,
Shaw, Moonves, Tanaka, Finkelstein
& Lezcano. Her client list is a Who’s
Who of the film industry’s top talents.
The Business of Film snagged some
of her busy time, and Elspeth Tavares
discussed with her views on the state
of the industry and some of the
complex issues contained in our
feature supplement on Black
Filmmakers.
THE BUSINESS OF FILM: When

I
last
interviewed you in 1990, I think you were just
setting out, weren't you? I seem to recall I was
under the impression you were not very long
out of law school.

NINA L. SHAW: Actually, I had been out of
law school a while. I think of myself as having
been in the early part of developing my
practice, but actually at the point you and I sat
down and talked, I had been out of law school
almost ten years. I was about to become, or I
had just become, a partner in the firm that I
was in, and that's usually a seven to ten year
track. At that time, I was in the process of
building a reputation and building a practice,
starting with a number of clients who, like me,
were at the beginning of their careers. While a
lot of it is skill, and I will give myself some
credit there, a great deal of it is also luck and
contacts. I was very fortunate. When I think
about my very first client ever, television
writer Bill Boulware, the creator of 227 the
television show, not everyone hits that home
run, and gets into a situation with the very first
client that they represent. My meeting Bill,
who worked on Benson, led to my becoming
friendly with Robert Guillaume and his then
wife Donna, which ultimately led to me
representing Robert, which, introduced me to a
certain level of deal making. I represented a
number of people who worked on the
television show Different World, and, of all the
people who worked on that, I happened to start
representing Yvette Lee, who became Yvette
Lee Bowser, who then created Living Single,
and For Your Love and Half & Half. I was very
fortunate that somehow I got in with the right
people. At the point you met me, I was well on
the road of developing my practice. I certainly
had hoped that it would develop in this way,
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those shows and to learn the business from a
great group of people. When this opportunity
presented itself to go into a smaller boutique
firm, I was really well prepared. In fact, I was
hired because I had done so much television
production work and the firm had just taken on
a television production, an adaptation of a
British show and it starred Ted Knight – Two's
a Company, Three's a Crowd. I came in to work
on that show. The great comfort of the people
who hired me in that small firm, was that I had
done so much that was similar, and they knew
I could do it pretty much unassisted.

TBOF: When we first spoke, there was New

but I had no guarantee. At that point, I had
already started representing Jamie Foxx. He
was on In Living Color, and a lot of very
notable people came out of In Living Color,
including Jim Carrey and obviously the
Wayans. Certainly from a point of critical
acclaim, Jamie is one of the most successful
people to come out of that.

Jack City and a new group of filmmakers was
emerging. We called it The New Genre Black
Filmmakers in the '90's because with this new
crop of films the studios were making money.
Fifteen years on, do you think the industry for
Black filmmakers has really come to fruition
as yet? There's an enormous amount of talent
out there.

TBOF:: I think it's also your personality.

NS:
I hope that it hasn’t come to fruition,
because I think there's so much more to give
and to be gotten from this incredible group of
talented people. Things tend to ebb and flow. I
think there was boldness about films that Doug
and George did at that time, boldness about the
young Spike Lee. They were truly breaking
down doors. To my mind, you don't see that
within the film community as much anymore. I
tend to think the films – even Black films –
tend to be more formulaic. When you go back,
a movie like She's Got to Have It was not only
distinguishable because it was from a Black
director, and told the story of young Black
people, but it was a very empowering woman's
movie, because this was a woman who ‘fought
like a man’. Spike wasn't just breaking into the

Everybody speaks very highly of you, always
citing your professionalism.

NS:

I'm fortunate in that I had some of
the best training possible. I went to a firm that
had an extraordinarily substantive practice in
the entertainment business – O'Melveny &
Myers. I was at O'Melveny during a time when
they were representing Norman Lear, and I
think many people consider Norman Lear, who
had been at the forefront of many
developments in television – we see the spinoff show, the situation, the real life situation
comedy – was about something of substance.
And I had an opportunity to work on all of
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filmmaking community; he was breaking a lot
of ground. New Jack City, when you peeled
away all the layers, was telling a very
American story like Little Caesar, like any of
the gangster genre films of the 30's and 40's,
but telling it from another perspective. I get a
little concerned sometimes that you don't see a
‘new’ genre ‘bursting out.’ If there's someone
who's done it, it’s Craig Brewer who did Hustle
& Flow. And he's clearly not a Black
filmmaker because he's not Black, but he tells
a story of dispossessed, displaced people.
That's a story that, in a sense, made a hero out
of an antihero, in a way that some people might
not like, might not think is acceptable. On one
hand you have those kinds of stories that would
make me consider Hustle & Flow to be Black
film. On the other hand, there’s a level of
filmmakers, people who've broken into the
mainstream filmmaking society like F. Gary
Gray and like Tim Story, who are making films
that crossover, and that's great because that
wouldn't have happened fifteen years ago. It’s
wonderful but I see less boldness in the young
filmmaking community.

TBOF: Looking from the outside as a
foreigner, I don’t believe that there is a
community of Black filmmakers. I think there
are some people, who have broken through,
and on the other side there are people who are
struggling, but there's no way for them all to
come together. We’ve talked with 20 people so
far and there’s not a lot of networking,

NS: They are a little more isolated than they
used to be. For example, it would be lovely if
there were something the equivalent of the
Mexican filmmaker renaissance that we're
seeing. Those three guys are fabulous, and the
films they do are across the spectrum, and the
way they support each other and their work is
wonderful. I don't think you see as much of
that, although I do think that it exists at some
level. Spike, for example, still mentors young
filmmakers. Whether it's Malcolm Lee, who's a
client of Spike’s cousin, and ours or SeIf Mann
who is a young filmmaker, you are going to
start seeing a lot of. Mann was nominated this
year both for a DGA award for an episode of
Grey's Anatomy and for an NAACP Image
Award for an episode of The Wire. It isn't the
same, and maybe that's part of the growth.
People often band together out of need because
that's the only way to get things done. There
are now a lot of ways to get things done, and
there’s probably not the same need to rely on
your peers as your sole support group. Some of
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across the demographic of
all the people we want, who's butts
we would like to see in the theatre
how do we get them there?
how do we make money

the things we have to accept, and I take no
credit for it. I remember once hearing Cornell
West say something that was both correct and
profound. He said, "You know, when we all
had a common fight, it was so much easier for
us all to be together in it." But now, we don't
have that same common fight and there are so
many different points of view. We're seeing the
rise of filmmakers from across the African
Diaspora. The film community that you were
looking at 15 years ago was primarily an
African American film community. Now we're
talking about a film community of Nigerian
descent, of Caribbean descent, from all over
the world, people who don't share common
cultures. They may share a common
perception, in terms of the way the outside
world sees them, but their cultures are totally
different and they don't necessarily see
themselves in the same way.

TBOF: What's your opinion about the studio
system taking on the groups? There are three or
four of them now that exist where they're
actively; it appears, encouraging Black
filmmakers to make films.

NS: We're talking about people who are in
business to make money, and to the extent that
they find that any particular genre, any nichedriven product brings a certain audience into
the theatres, then they're going to encourage
that. I don't really think of them as encouraging
Black filmmakers as much as they're trying to
draw in segments of the audience, and if Tyler
Perry can draw a segment of the audience, that
hasn't otherwise been as avid a moviegoer as
they are now, let's find some other people who
can do that. It really shouldn't be just Tyler; it
should be other people as well. I don't think it's
this altruistic let's-support-the-Black-filmcommunity as much as it’s looking across the
demographic of all the people we want, who's
butts we would like to see in the theatre. How
do we get them there? How do we make
money? One of the things we lack – and it's not
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just us as black people, it's in general – Is that
institutional memory tends to be very short. I
look at the Black people who were executives
when I began in the business and most of the
people who are around today have never even
heard of them. I remember speaking on a panel,
and we talked about what I thought had been
very important milestones. When I went on to
talk about how I felt that Ashley Boone's role
in Star Wars and his early recognition of the
importance of that property and what that had
done, I looked out at a sea of blank faces. Then
I realized that they had no idea who Ashley
Boone was. I explained who he was, and when
I explained what his role was, they all looked
at me with disbelief, because they couldn't
even, in this time, imagine a Black man with
that level of access and power. So I think one
of the things, unfortunately, that happens, is
that we're often reinventing the wheel, you
know, every ten years or so.

TBOF: What about this group of 200 people
in the BFF summit? You are all trying to
operate in your ‘group’, and in your
‘corporate’ groups. What about people outside
that circle who would want inspiration or who
would want mentorship? Isn't it a little bit
elitist to keep it just amongst yourselves?

NS: That would assume that the people within
that group never do anything else that they
only interact among themselves and only speak
among themselves, and that's just not true. I,
for one, this past year alone, have appeared on
two or three panels, and I have another one to
do at the DGA. Those of us who are well
known in the community spend a lot of time
trying to disseminate information, trying to
mentor people, but at the same time, we're also
trying to pursue our own careers and our own
interests. It creates tremendous tension. Do
you further the good of everyone by furthering
your own interests and reaching a point where
you can have greater impact? Or do you further
the good of everyone by stopping and
teaching? Or do you try – as I think we all do
ultimately – to do some combination of both?
TBOF: That's actually a very interesting
answer to the question of ‘why’. I still feel
that, from the outside, and I suppose coming
from a different kind of society, that it doesn't
allow for the group to grow.

NS: I think I feel just the opposite: that the
Continued on page 14

group does grow by virtue of the support that
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Continued from page 14
the group gives each other. That's where I've
seen a real difference. People who are living in
their own worlds, and attempting to move their
own pieces of the puzzle around, all of a
sudden are sitting in a room with 100 other
people who have very much the same kinds of
concerns and issues that they have and who
may offer them some assistance. Even if it's
just some support in what they're doing. So if
anything, I think that this enables people on
another level. I don't want to as we briefly
discussed get, too focused on the summit
because it's not it something you should take
up with them directly, but I think one of the
issues that we all struggle with is how best to
effect change. And I think the obvious answer
is always, go out and help a hundred people get
into the business. Maybe the less obvious
answer is, go out and help three or four people
ultimately run their own companies. And
they'll help several hundred people get into the
business.

TBOF: But is that happening?
NS: To a certain extent, it is. I think that
Reggie running BET in the way he is has been
helping. I think BET's whole move from an
east coast based company somewhat divorced
from the mainstream entertainment industry
into a company that is increasingly well
integrated into a vertically integrated corporate
community who's parts can be helpful in
furthering its reach, is ultimately good for
BET, and ultimately helps BET to grow. At the
end of the day, BET will still end up hiring
more Black people. Its programming will reach
out to more black people. Its programming and
its production will be dominated by Black
people. And all of those people are helped by a
progression in the company’s growth, which I
think is an outgrowth of meetings of
organizations like that.

TBOF: I was also trying to find other Black
female entertainment lawyers, but there only
seems to be perhaps one or two.

NS: Well, there's Lisa Davis and there's Susan
Adamson here in Los Angeles. There are a
couple of young people coming up, and there
are a couple of young women in law firms who
speak to me all the time. I have to tell you, I
actually think that among Black lawyers,
there's a tremendous fraternity, in that there
isn't anyone from Stephen Barnes to Darrell
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Miller to Matt Johnson to Lisa Davis – anyone
of those people – whom in a given period of
time, I won't speak to, have a deal with, or talk
to about something.

TBOF: You feel that it is growing.
NS: Oh, it's absolutely growing. There was a
period of years there where I sometimes
thought it would be me and Steven Barnes, and
then we would die and there would be no one.
I certainly don't feel even remotely like that
anymore. If anything, I think there's a
tremendously growing Black bar. I also think
that there's a growing Agent community, I take
a tiny bit of credit for that, in that I was one of
Charles King's chief advocates at William
Morris, both him being hired there and being

me. They're all staying there. I think that may
be less about the entertainment industry and
more about the fact that we live longer and
healthier and remain vibrant for a longer
period of time.
I am very fortunate to be among that first
generation recipient of the Civil Rights
movement in this country, and of Affirmative
Action in this country which allowed me entry
to all of those wonderful schools that my
parents and grandparents couldn't have
dreamed of going to. It set me upon a career
path that ultimately has resulted in where I am.

NINA L. SHAW BIOGRAPHY
Nina L. Shaw is a founding partner in the entertainment
law firm of Del, Shaw, Moonves, Tanaka, Finkelstein &
Lezcano. After graduation from Columbia Law School,
she began her legal career in the Entertainment
Department of the law firm of O’Melveny & Myers. Her
practice is in the television, motion picture and live

but I think one of the issues
that we all struggle with is
how best to effect change

stage areas. Nina is a graduate of Barnard College.
Among her clients are: Laurence Fishburne, Jamie
Foxx, James Earl Jones, Cedric The Entertainer, Nick
Cannon, talk show host Montel Williams, comedian
Mo’Nique; Director clients include: F. Gary Gray (The
Italian Job, Be Cool), Malcolm Lee (The Best Man, Roll
Bounce), Kasi Lemmons (Eve’s Bayou, Talk to Me),
Gina Prince-Bythewood (Love and Basketball), Reggie

an agent. I was a cheerleader for him, and I'd
like to think that while I didn't make the whole
difference, I think that my voice as a person of
experience, as a person with a considerable
client list, and my being able to have
conversations with the president and the vice
president of his agency meant something. And
then you look at somebody like Charles. He’s
changing the face of the agency in terms of the
road that he's opening up for other Black
agents. So I think we've seen tremendous
growth, and to the extent that those people are
committed as I understand they are to growing
the minority ranks at the agency, that you're
going to continue to see it.

Bythewood (Biker Boyz), Rick Famuyiwa (Brown
Sugar), John Lee Hancock (The Alamo), Raoul Peck
(Sometimes in April), Stan Lathan, Russell Simmons
(Def Comedy Jam, Run’s House), and Charles Burnett.
Her television clients include the creators of television
series and producers of television movies: Yvette Lee
Bowser, Eunetta Boone, and Neal Brennan (The
Chappelle Show) as well as Jaime King, Marcus King
(Life Support), Shelby Stone (Lackawanna Blues, Life
Support), Pam Veasey (New York), Becky Hartman
Edwards, and Paris Qualles. She was busy in this last
year with notable deals for Jamie Foxx (Kingdom,
Dreamgirls, and Life Support) and Kasi Lemmons (Talk
to Me) as well as for Laurence Fishburne (Akeelah and
the Bee, Bobby and the stage production, Fences), Neal
Brennan (Totally Awesome), Culture Clash (Water &

Finally, do you think that maybe ten years from
now when I talk to you again that you’ll still be
practicing?

Power), and Malcolm Lee (The Better Man).
She is a former Trustee of Barnard College and a former
Board Member of Planned Parenthood Los Angeles.
Additionally, Nina received the 2005 Women in Film

NS: I hope if I am that it's what I want to do.

Crystal Award and was named in Hollywood Reporter's

(both laugh) How's that? You know, that's an
interesting question because there was
certainly a time when people retired and they
kind of went away, and I'm not finding that to
be true of the generation of people ahead of

"Women in Entertainment - Power 100" for 2003, 2004,
2005, and 2006, and in 2003 was featured in Black
Enterprise's "America's Top Black Lawyers" and
Savoy's "The 100 Most Influential Blacks in America".
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A More Collaborative
Landscape Once
Infrastructure Can Be Built
Stephen D. Barnes

Stephen D. Barnes is a named partner of the law firm Barnes Morris Klein Mark Yorn Barnes & Levine. His clients include John
Singleton for whom he closed the $16-million dollar deal at Sundance for Hustle & Flow.
The Business of Film discussed with Stephen Barnes his opinions on the state of the industry, as the new filmmakers try to make their
mark, and the more established filmmakers struggle with the frustration of the system within Hollywood.

THE BUSINESS

OF FILM: As we revisit the
topic of Black Filmmakers in 2007, we note that
a middle sector of Black filmmakers on which an
industry can grow has not yet appeared since we
talked with you in 1991. What’s your general
view of the industry, and what are your opinions
about why this sector hasn’t grown?

STEPHEN D. BARNES: There are many reasons
why there isn’t this middle category. One of
them is that there is still a lack of diversity in
upper levels of the film business. If we’re
talking film, it would reflect the views, in the
same way that if you picked people to run any
business, you would see changes that are
personal to them, what they have an affinity
towards and what they think is funny and
commercial. I’m surprised because of the
biggest comedies I don’t find funny at all.
Maybe I’m older, maybe I’m jaded, or maybe
my life experience is such that the things I find
funny have a real edge. But if I were running a
studio, it would reflect my sensibility in many
ways. I’m reminded of a movie that I took my
kids to recently and my youngest daughter
afterward said, “You know, it’s funny, but there
wasn’t one Black person in that movie. You
think no one lived in that town?” She was
genuinely asking the question, because it was
curious to her. My response was, “It was a
fantasy, honey, and that’s the world some people
want to create, a fantasy.” It didn’t go any
deeper for her. I’m very much aware when I see
movies that there is a lack of diversity and that
diversity affects women. It affects any group
that is not in control of the decisions that relate
to what images are produced and distributed.
That’s one reason. Another reason is, what I
call the middle class elevation of people.
Fifteen, sixteen years ago, most of my clients
were broke or just starting out, and now they’re
wealthy. They’re well established, and just as
with anything, they became a part of the
environment that they’re living and working in.
They don’t lose their edge; they just Assimilate.

C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

TBOF: This future collaboration that we refer

I think we’re still in an early
generational development of
this sort of group of professionals

To some extent you succeed by finding ways to
work with others and people’s sensibilities
change, so I don’t think they’ve thrown in the
towel. The thought sometimes is, “If I have the
money, I can control it. I don’t, so let me work
within this, because that’s the only way I’ll be
able to be involved at all.” Another factor is
what I’ve seen as a lack of mentoring and
collaboration among people of color. I think
this was as true fifteen, sixteen years ago as it
is today. Most of the ones who are successfully
working did so on their own volition through a
lot of grit and determination and they’re not
accustomed to seeking the approval of others,
seeking the counsel of others who are their
peers. That’s one of the hardest things, by the
way: going to a peer and asking what they think
about something. I think we’re still in an early
generational development of this sort of group
of professionals. I think, as time goes on,
instead of viewing a competitive landscape, it
will be more of a collaborative landscape. The
more that occurs, the more you build an
infrastructure, and then there’s more
opportunity for good work to work its way
through. I’m not jaded by it. In some ways, I
participate in it because I seek out clients who
I think are going to be able to work.
Filmmakers have either gotten so far outside of
the system that it’s counter culture, or they’re
working in the system and they’re finding ways
to appeal to the sensibilities of those who can
make that decision.

to (for discussion) actually, won’t come about (if
at all) until those people who have the resources
recognize the problem, and it is a problem. Do
you think there is a way in which the creative
community, who do have resources and have
made it to that point, could think about putting
together some sort of fund to ensure that a
middle sector is created? If that can’t happen, is
it because of the creative edge, or is it because
African Americans generally don’t help each
other?

SB:

It’s a good question. Investing in film
is typically an incredibly wealthy person’s game.
We have very wealthy people, for instance
athletes who make significant amounts of
money, but that’s first generation wealth and it
typically gets invested in real estate and other
things that are very secure. Investing in the
entertainment business is not secure. So,
responsible advisors would not be likely to say,
“Here, let’s take twenty out of your fifty million
dollars and put it together in a fund with ten
other people, so that now we have two hundred
thousand to give to some filmmakers to make the
movies that they think would be successful.” I
think that’s difficult. Those who have substantial
wealth and are able to invest in film and take the
risk of losing or not, do participate in funds.
They’re just not doing so visibly, and they may
not have such a strong point of view. Bob
Johnson is an exception because he started a
company and he is pursuing his perspective on
what kinds of films should be made and what the
market place will relate to. It’s difficult, because
we don’t have a lot of people in that position
and, yes, people could pool their money. You
find it in other arenas, and on occasion, you find
it in film, less so in television, just because of
what’s involved. In music, a singer can get with
a writer, can get with someone who has some

Continued on page 16
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Continued from page 15

equipment, and for virtually no out-of-pocket
cost, can write, produce and record music that
could potentially reach millions of people and
could get them a record deal. People can get
digital cameras and put together small movies
and you’re seeing this occur increasingly outside
of the system. People are not being thwarted by
a lack of access and, just by strength of will, are
finding a way in. In television, with some of the
developments on the Internet, you’ll see more
and more talented people finding a way to work
their way in to get their creativity in front of a lot
of people. Each of those scenarios, outside of
music, is more expensive. There are people we
could identify who have the ability to team
together and raise a significant amount of money
and if they chose to, not work at studio wages,
and work for themselves. They’re at the very top
of the Industry. That could happen in any of the
entertainment areas. But when people are paid
incredibly well, it’s very difficult to walk away
from a system that is so rewarding, in every
possible way that a person could want to be
rewarded. There are people such as Oprah, Will
Smith, and others who are building and creating
opportunities for others and I think they are
thinking of it in that way, that they want to step
up and find a way to be that distribution
opportunity for people. They want to benefit
from it, which they should, but I do think there
absolutely is an empowerment perspective and I
think you’ll see it more and more. But we don’t
have a lot of people who fall in that category that
have the wealth, the visibility and the
infrastructure to be able to do it.

TBOF: I think there’s an incredible amount
of talented people available, whether it’s
behind or in front of the camera, who are not
getting the recognition. One of the things,
when we were talking to people, that was
revealed was even if they’re in the age group
between thirty-five and fifty, the point is that
no matter how much they make it in the
system, they can’t get the access. Clearly
there’s a blockage there, no matter which way
you choose to look at it. The answer is clearly
to build companies like Tyler Perry’s, where
independents get a writer, producer, and
director together to make it because films don’t
have to cost fifty million dollars to make a
decent movie. If we accept all that, then the
question I asked before, which may be difficult
to answer, is valid and it’s not as clear cut and
we know that it’s not. It is because, as a rule,
16 T h e B u s i n e s s o f F i l m

African Americans seem not to help each other
along as much as the other communities do.
Which is nepotism the whole way.

SB:
I think about that, because I sit at
meetings at times where casual conversations
occur and someone will say, “Oh, I went to
Beverly Hills High,” Oh, well, so did I. You
realize it’s not just helping each other, it’s
helping people within certain social and family
environments. So, in some ways, do I feel a close
association with someone who went to high
school in Atlanta? When you think about it,
you’re still talking about relatively discreet
groups of people who do have certain
fundamental things in common. They go to the
same churches or synagogues; their families
know each other. There is a sense of community

when you think about it,
you’re still talking about
relatively discreet groups of
people who do have certain
fundamental things
in common

and of self-empowerment and protection that
comes from that. I can think of a couple that I
knew when I was growing up who were in the
entertainment business, but other than that,
everybody else is someone I’ve met from
another place. So we don’t have the fabric of
relationships, and we have to create them. I do
believe that it’s not an unwillingness to do it. It’s
more like, if door opens for a person, they say,
“Let me get through, and then when I get
through, I’ll try to help someone else.” It’s more
that rather than pooling together. We can go back
and look at Hollywood Shuffle and other
examples where incredibly talented people came
together, put in their time, and then they’re done.
That’s happened time and time again, and it will
always happen that way. But I was thinking of
when you were talking about these people who
are really brilliant and trying to get in. I don’t
know what the numbers are percentage-wise, but
the Industry isn’t that big. By that I mean,
everyone who’s talented isn’t going to get in. If
you were to compare it to the general
marketplace, I don’t know what the percentages
are of those who want to get in and those who
are smart and talented who actually will never,
ever get in. I think we see the successful people

and then we analyze a group that’s quite selfselecting already rather than looking at the
general body where you may have nine of the ten
things that it takes to make it. But that one thing
isn’t quite so apparent because you’re hidden in
the crowd of a million people. From where I sit,
almost everyone who walks through the door has
been self-selected in some way. Either they did
something that brought them to others’ attention
or someone else recognized it in them and is
helping them along. You know it’s a rarefied
group of people anyway. John Singleton is trying
to do the very thing that you’re talking about and
he has distribution. He has an output deal at
Universal and he financed a movie that is
coming out this summer. There have been
discussions about people coming together and
working together to do it. These are people who
actually take a movie so they can pay their bills.
It’s harder for them to say, “Stop the train. Let’s
pool our resources together then try to jump back
on the train in a better seat.” I think it should
happen. I want it to happen. I’ve worked on, I
don’t know how many, efforts to do that and I
would never lose the enthusiasm to try to do that.
But it takes the right group of people and the
support of others. I do think, on the highest
levels of the business, people help each other. I
just don’t know how realistic an expectation it is.
I think we need to go to the bankers, the
corporate side, from insurance companies and
pension funds. I think we’re looking at it from
the bottom up instead of the top down. My hope
would be that in the same way a billion dollars
could be raised for company X, half a billion
could be raised for company Y. So, it’s not that it
can’t work. I think it requires a much more
diverse group of people to do it than the group in
Hollywood, because that’s the talent side. But
talent doesn’t drive it. Money drives it and the
money part of it is where there is a much deeper
infrastructure of people with more diverse
backgrounds working in the financial
communities. I would say we’ve got to have
more executives and we have to find a better
way to connect with the financial community.
Those two things will lead to the building of
companies and the financing of people like the
Russell Simmons of the world who have also
built really great businesses. But I think the
effort previously has been on the talent side, to
get people to sit down in a room and say, “If you
agree to do a movie and you do one and you do
one and you do one, if we pool all that we can
have a company.” That’s a tough way, when
others can simply go to the bank and get a billion
dollar loan and they’re in business the next day
and they know they’re making twenty movies.
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There are challenges to overcome with each
constituency that need to come together. You
need the executive talent, the financial
resources, the creative talent, and you need
distribution. There have been companies that
people thought about buying and if they could
have bought them they would have had
distribution. I don’t know that a Black studio, for
example, has to be all Black anyway. I don’t
even know if that’s necessarily a good thing. We
define ourselves in some ways that are selflimiting, and I think from a business standpoint,
as a businessperson, I would want to maximize
the value of every opportunity to make movies
and I wouldn’t want to narrow the focus from a
commercial standpoint. We need to think of it
differently. In 1991, the realization emerged that
Urban culture was pop culture. It’s so deeply
embedded in our culture, as well as many others,

in Salt Lake City Utah and I saw a
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billboard that said “Your Bling.” It just

Stephen D. Barnes was born and raised in Los Angeles,

shows how far things have gone that in a

California. He attended the University of Southern

very conservative community in Utah
that Urban culture is driving things whether
people want to have that experience or not. I was
in Salt Lake City, Utah and I saw a billboard that
said, “Your Bling.” It just shows how far things
have gone that in a very conservative community
in Utah, you could see something that was so
Urban. When you talk about roles and images,
this is where the limitations of being a
businessperson as opposed to a creative person
kick in. If I were the arbiter of images, there are
many images you’d never ever see. Then there
are some you’d be shocked to see that go on in
the mind of Stephen Barnes.

California, receiving his Bachelor’s Degree in English
Literature in 1978, and is now an honored alumnus of the
school. He earned his Juris Doctorate from Harvard
School of Law in 1981. In 1987 he joined two young
lawyers and formed the law firm Nelson, Barnes &
Sheehan where he practiced entertainment law. Two
years later, he accepted a partnership with the firm of
Bloom Hergott Diemer & Cook, where he broadened his
talent-based

practice

of

entertainment

industry

representation. In December 2002 he joined the fastrising firm of Barnes Morris Klein Mark Yorn Barnes &
Levine as a named-partner, where he continues his
practice of music, motion picture, and television
representation.

Terrence Howard - Hustle & Flow
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Maximizing Tax Efficiency
For International Productions

Owen S-M Bethel

The Montaque Group
based in The Bahamas has
established Bahamas Film
Invest International
specifically for
international film
productions, adding a
further rung to the tax
opportunities offered in
addition to the benefits of
The Bahamas tax haven.

Located in the Atlantic Ocean just 50 miles off
the coast of Florida, the Commonwealth of The
Bahamas with its year-round sub-tropical
climate and white sandy beaches comprises a
100,000-square-mile archipelago of 700 islands,
with approximately 370,000 inhabitants. The
Bahamas became the world’s first offshore
financial center in 1908 when the Royal Bank of
Canada opened its doors in Nassau to provide
financial services to Canadian winter residents.
In 1973 The Bahamas gained its independence
from Great Britain but has retained many of its
legal, educational, and parliamentary traditions.
Today it is known as “Switzerland of the
Western Hemisphere”, and enjoys a worldwide
reputation as a politically stable, economically
sound, premier financial center. With a
significant number of major worldwide
financial institutions represented in The
Bahamas, its financial services sector is the

the ongoing success of established
initiatives in any country lies in
their ability to interlock the existing
advantage with an opportunity
offered by a service need and the
contact resources to act upon that need

second largest economic revenue resource
behind tourism, which attracts over 3 million
tourists annually. As a sovereign territory, The
Bahamas is not currently party to any double
taxation treaty, although a fiscal information
sharing agreement has been established with the
United States of America. A regulatory regime
and investment incentive program contribute to
make The Bahamas one of the choice locations
for direct foreign investments, international
business,
and
international
financial
transactions. Increasingly, its tax-advantaged
jurisdiction – no withholding taxes and no taxes
on personal or corporate income, capital gains,
wealth, estate or inheritance – has made The
Bahamas a particularly attractive location for
film production and, with its proximity to
America, a haven for American stars. The
success of films such as the Pirates of the
Caribbean trilogy and Casino Royale, has
assured that The Bahamas will continue to be a
location destination for many other film
productions from Hollywood and around the
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world.
MCP2, an asset management company run by
Owen S-M. Bethel, its President and Managing
Director, was established in 1993 (as Montaque
Securities International, Ltd). In June 2005 it
transferred several functions of the firm to two
new companies: Montaque Corporate Partners,
Ltd. and Montaque Capital Partners, Ltd. The
three entities are collectively under the umbrella
of The Montaque Group. Mr. Bethel previously
held positions in Government agencies within
the Office of the Prime Minister, as Executive
Director of The Bahamas Financial Services
Secretariat and The Bahamas Investment
Authority, and was tasked with promoting
financial services and investment opportunities
in The Bahamas, and facilitating investors
through the relevant approval process.
The agencies also advised on policies, strategies
and legislation to be implemented in their
respective fields. An aspect of the ongoing
success of established initiatives in any country
lies in their ability to interlock the existing
advantage with an opportunity offered by a
service need and the contact resources to act
upon that need to fuel and cement a common
objective. From a relationship, which started
with MGM’s production of Into the Blue, Owen
Bethel saw a gap and a need in the marketplace
and
established
Bahamas
FilmInvest
International. Owen Bethel said: “There are two
key components to the tax opportunity offered
by Bahamas FilmInvest International. First, the
Government desires to promote movie
productions in The Bahamas, and continually
ignites the local industry with its 17 percent
local expenditure rebate and other incentives for
international productions. The second aspect is
attracting the stars and the movie producers to
look at The Bahamas, not only as a temporary
business location but a destination for second
homes.
he Bahamas itself has long been a tax
haven, and we have been encouraging
the development of second homes. A
number of movie stars, high net worth
individuals, affluent business people, and
European gentry have all established second
homes in the country. The great advantage is of
course proximity to the United States. With the
closest island only 50 miles off shore, producers
have the ability to move from production to
post-production very quickly. There are flights
practically every hour, and the speed at which a
producer can return to the studios is a great
‘time’ incentive. There are also tax exemptions
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Pirates of the Caribbean At World's End - Geoffrey Rush, Keira Knightly, Johnny Depp
on the import of film equipment as well as all
the other incentives attached to film and
television productions.“
Bahamas FilmInvest International is an affiliate
of MCPÇ, and one of its additional mandates is
to identify and develop opportunities for a select
group of potential investors in the film media, in
particular motion pictures, which utilize The
Bahamas as a primary location in the
production.
he threshold and fiscal entry requirement
to establishing residency with a second
home is relatively low compared to other
tax havens. Bethel continued: “Purchasing a
home in excess of $500,000 puts an individual
on the fast track for residency. Citizenship is
another issue altogether and that is very rarely
given, but if someone wants to apply, he can
after being a resident for ten years. Once the
certificate of residency is issued, there is no
‘length of time’ element. Compared to countries
where residency is the criteria or the basis for
tax purposes, The Bahamas is very attractive. In
countries like the United States where the tax
base is citizenship, residency doesn't work as
well. For those actors and producers who are
stakeholders and have the ability to use
residence in The Bahamas, the package is very
attractive. For example, a person could work in
the US, not be a resident of the US, and apply
for residency in The Bahamas, and all the
earnings would be tax free in The Bahamas.
There are no taxes in the Bahamas on income or
capital gains, and there is no death duty tax.
However, the United States has a withholding
income tax, and if you've earned income there,
you are subject to it, unless that income is
exempt on some other basis. Film productions
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and actors’ earnings are of course subject to
withholding tax, however what one needs to
look at is the after tax benefit and accumulation
of wealth, tax-free, in The Bahamas. So if the
initial taxes are paid in the United States, the
accumulated wealth can be moved into The
Bahamas and thereafter be tax free, without any
form of ongoing taxation.”
Bethel and the team within his group of
companies are also exploring as part of
Bahamas FilmInvest International the
opportunities and implications of an
international distribution component. Thereby a
film production entity can be established in The
Bahamas for the distribution of film productions
and give the international rights (not US
domestic) to that entity, which then becomes a
tax free asset, as opposed to a US based
company having those assets and therefore
becoming subject to taxation on all the film’s
rights (Domestic and international). The
corporate makeup of MCP2 allows international
producers and actors access to a number of
services that the group encompasses with the
ability to properly structure corporate or
partnership entities, distribution rights, and
financial planning for both prospective investors
and other stakeholders in the production. The
Montaque Group has extensive experience in
the execution of treasury functions and
providing advisory services for major film
production companies such as MGM, Warner
and Disney, including independent producers.
Producers utilizing Bahamas Film Invest
International, Ltd., have access to a network of
companies capable of facilitating regulatory
requirements, international and local banking
functions, outsource financing opportunities,

location expense disbursements, and talent/crew
recruitment.
wen Bethel continued: “Our companies
are ideally placed to put those financial
structures for a production in operation.
Entering a foreign country, any company or
person needs legal advice, and our companies
run the gamut of all the services for individuals
and productions wanting entry into The
Bahamas. With the introduction to our portfolio
of Bahamas FilmInvest International, we are
uniquely placed as the only asset management
company that offers a complete one-stop shop.
To facilitate the arrangements of corporate
formation, we work on a flat fee basis for this
service. We are able to establish a company
for the producer, and that company can then
acquire the rights from the individual. Ideally
before the film production is completed those
rights should have been transferred. It then
becomes the logistics of distributing from The
Bahamas, with the income flowing back into
the company, making all the international
distribution rights revenue tax free. If a
producer who is a US resident or citizen
repatriates the revenue from such
internationally distributed films then he is
taxed. That is a natural business transaction.
The monies remain under administration in
The Bahamas, and the Producer is free to
invest those for the best return, anywhere in
the world. If he is an active producer, or a
Director wanting to build an annuity of his
productions, the monies can be invested back
into the United States or elsewhere in the
world into another movie production, which
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continued from page 19
enables the returns to keep flowing back
through. It is simply better business sense
for the producer/director, in terms his own
personal wealth or the company's wealth, as
he accumulates his long-term wealth and
adds to his resources. What does he do with
the tax free windfall?
Our group of
companies are able to advise on any number
of investments – for example, buy that
second home in the Bahamas – which is the
aim of both the Government and asset
management companies such as ours. Buy
an island as Johnny Depp did, or a yacht
which has tax residency advantages as well
due to The Bahamas’ status as a ship
registry, or own an aircraft. All have tax
advantages. Taking advantage of Bahamas
FilmInvest is basically about international
film producers utilizing this ‘tool’ as an
estate planning, business planning, or
financial planning process starting with the
movie production company, and the inherent
personal advantages to the producers and/or
movie stars. As an asset management
company, we are on hand to help them with
all the above.”
Bahamas FilmInvest works in close cooperation with The Bahamas Film
Commission. The initiative to establish cooperation between the two entities came
from Mr. Bethel, who recognized with the
approach from MGM (that initially needed
just one aspect of the MCP2 services though
the ‘working synergy’ blossomed into many)
that there would be an ongoing need from
other producers, which would give the two
establishments the opportunity to enhance
the film industry more broadly for both The
Bahamas local economy and international
productions. The ongoing arrangement
works well, whereby the booth at the
various events (for example, locations in LA
in April and AFM in November) are shared,
giving both companies the venue to discuss
all the benefits of filming in The Bahamas
and the many personal and company long
term tax benefits associated that can be
accessed when shooting in The Bahamas.
Mr. Bethel concluded: “ We are currently
exploring a number of avenues with regard
to a television series to shoot in The
Bahamas. As you are aware, there is a film
studio based in Grand Bahama, and we're
trying to develop it further so that we can
accommodate
series
and
smaller
productions from independent producers.
Finance is an ongoing hurdle for
independent producers, and our government
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OWEN S-M BETHEL BIOGRAPHY
if we can then identify up
and coming Black producers
with a pipeline of projects
the Fund would be
very beneficial

incentives are limited. My firm, Montaque
Capital Partners and Bahamas FilmInvest –
as a result of a recent trip to LA, and which
coincides with your feature on Black
Filmmakers - is looking at developing and
establishing a offshore Mutual Fund, which
will attract investors to target quite
specifically the Black producers and
production companies. We have the ability
to pool a number of resources, and diversify
the risk. We believe if we can then identify
up and coming Black producers with a
pipeline of projects, the Fund would be very
beneficial and could create a win- win
situation for all. The Fund will be
approximately 10 million dollars, with a cap
at 1 million to 1.5 million per project,
allowing us to support more filmmakers and
grow the Fund with sensible and achievable
objectives on the return on investment.
ith technology today, producers
can bring in a good movie around
the 1 million dollar mark, and that
is where we want to start to support fresh
talent, and grow the sector of independent
Black filmmakers. The initial block of funds
will come from investors we know, and as the
benefits flow back, and more people gain
confidence in the process and see that the
structure works, we hope to expand and
attract more investors then being able to
benefit even more films and filmmakers. One
of the main objectives is to work with
individuals, who have credibility in the film
business, and who want to work within the
guidelines of ‘transparency’. Coming from a
financial background where transparency is
important, from a private investor/private
equity perspective, it's very important. The
producers who ‘whitewash finances’ won’t
be working with us or benefiting from this
Fund. Everyone needs to be clear that this is
what we're doing. I'd like to think that there
are producers and directors who want to work
in the way we conduct our business, and in
that way we can all achieve our goals.”

W

Whilst Bethel is a common name in The Bahamas,
Owen S-M Bethel comes from a long line of
distinguished Bahamians. His father was a funeral
director who became a politician and his uncle was
the first Governor General of The Bahamas who
fought for majority rule. The entire Bethel family are
keen supporters of civic programs offering two
scholarships for youngsters at high school level.
Owen Bethel was previously Chair of the Hopedale
Centre, a school for children with special needs, and
he is currently a board member of Pace Foundation,
which helps unwed teen mothers continue their
education. As well as President and Managing
Director of Montaque Capital Partners and
Montaque Corporate Partners, Owen S–M Bethel
also serves as Resident Director of the StarCapital
Group of Companies, a group of private international
investors in the fields of bio-technology and energy.
He graduated from Carleton University, Canada in
1977 with a Bachelor of Arts in Law and Political
Science. He then studied both law and finance and
received a Master of Laws (LL.M) in 1982 from
University College, University of London, England.
Mr. Bethel started his professional career with Credit
Suisse both in London and Nassau; he then became
Assistant to the Executive Director at both the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank,
Washington, D.C.
Mr. Bethel regularly participates in numerous
international financial and legal conferences. He was
instrumental in the development of legislation for the
mutual funds industry and served on the Securities
Market Task Force responsible for the creation of a
capital/securities market and stock exchange in The
Bahamas. His firm successfully launched the first
publicly offered domestic mutual fund in The
Bahamas. From 1995-2000 Mr. Bethel served as
Managing Director of InterTrust Bank Ltd. and as a
Director of Surety Bank & Trust (1996-2002). He was
the recipient of the CIBC/Ernst & Young 1996
Emerging Entrepreneur of the Year Award. He has
served as Chairman of the Board of Advisors of the
Centre for Entrepreneurship at the College of The
Bahamas. He is currently Chairman of the Antiquities
Corporation of The Bahamas, having previously
served as Deputy Chairman, and a Director of the
Historic Bahamas Foundation. He also serves as
Chairman of The Bahamas National Commission for
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and is The
Bahamas Representative on the Executive Board of
UNESCO in Paris, France. He is a Director of RBC
Finance Corporation of The Bahamas, an affiliate of
the Royal Bank of Canada, and Doctors Hospital. He
is a well-known and avid collector of Bahamian art.
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The One Middle Man
You Cannot Eliminate
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Dondre Whitfield is an accomplished actor in constant demand. He is also one
of the new generation of savvy committed entrepreneurs working towards
building that vital middle sector needed if an industry is to consistently
produce films that reflect positive images of an affluent middle class society
such as the recent Stomp the Yard from Screen Gems.
Dondre Whitfield talked openly to Elspeth Tavares about how the birth of his
daughter made him realize he needed to build an annuity for her future.

Dondre Whitfield
THE BUSINESS

OF FILM: Tell us about your
company and what you’re trying to do.

DONDRE WHITFIELD: I originally started a
company called Film Pool, as a post-production
facility, handling editing, color correction, tapeto-tape editing, and duplication. We started
editing content for other people, such as major
networks, film, videos, etc. We are now a fullservice production company along with the postproduction. We came up with the first two
original pieces of content seen at NATPE, which
were called The Audition and Vernon, a lifestyle
show that is also in search of a home. CAA,
represents them in this endeavor. Originally, I’m
an actor from New York.
TBOF: What made you change from being an
actor to establishing your own company?

DW: I’m still an actor and wear different hats.
My last show was for ABC called Jake in
Progress with John Stamos. During one part of
the day I’m the CEO of Film Pool, and the other
part of the day I’m the CEO of an ad agency
called Bad Ads. What made me want to venture
and develop these other companies was the birth
of my daughter. My acting career is extremely
valuable, but not something tangible that I can
hand to my daughter, now 2 years and 5 months
old. One day I held my daughter in one arm and
in the other a script I was writing. A moment
came where we looked at one another and the
hunter-gatherer in me kicked into a brand new
level. I realized at that moment I had to get
myself together. I needed to be able to hand her
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

that get handed over to
their children who are happy
without a care because they have
something to go to instead

something and bring her into the corporate
environment and say: “This is how you staff,
how you budget and run this company – this is
yours.” I want her to have something that she is
born into and can take to the next level. A certain
segment of our society in America does that and
a certain segment doesn’t. I’ve been in the
company of the haves. They develop businesses
that get handed over to their children who are
happy without a care because they have
something to go to instead of starting from the
background I came from. I was born in
Brooklyn, NY, in a very, very rough section of
town. I’ve had to deal with being light-skinned
and having to fight out of situations every day. It
made me a fighter and a ‘go-getter’, but I don’t
want my daughter to have to touch any of this.
However, she will be in touch with the inner city.
That way she’ll understand that the vast majority
of her people live under these types of
circumstances and that she has a civic duty to
reach back and keep pulling in the same way that
her mother and father have done. I feel a huge
responsibility as far as this is concerned to pass
these things on as children can only be what you

program them to be and beyond that they will
grow in their own directions. This is the
responsibility a father has, and in particular an
African American father.

TBOF: What is your view of the industry?
DW: It’s frustrating on many sides. We don’t
pool our resources enough. My wife and I went
to an Ebony pre-Oscar party. There we were able
to get back in touch with so many of my peers
and elders, and I finally had the opportunity to
explain to them what I’m doing on the postproduction side. This came with a lot of respect,
which is great. They looked at me as the young
upstart getting it moving. Sinbad, a very well
known comedian, does extremely well on DVD
releases. We work with a company called Cold
Black Entertainment and finish Trailers for
them. One of the Trailers was for one of Sinbad’s
new DVD releases. We have known each other
for years and when I explained to him I cut the
Trailer for his DVD release, he could not believe
it. It turns out he and his brother have a company
and produce their own content, comedy tours.
Now we are in talks of doing the post-production
for those tours. These are the kinds of things we
as people in the industry need to do more of.
This is the strength we need so we can go to big
companies and say: “Listen, we’ve shot our own
pieces of content, it’s already edited, and all we
need is distribution.” We need to align our selves
with companies like Magic Johnson’s so we can
guarantee releases in those theatres. We can then
go to the Warner Bros. and the Paramounts and
have leverage. While that’s a very basic concept,

Continued on page 22
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continued from page 21
it seems to be missed by so many of us. It’s
extremely disappointing to me as a junior, so to
speak, in this industry to be looking toward my
seniors for leadership and it’s not there.

TBOF: What types of scripts do you think
need to be
scriptwriters?

TBOF: Do you think, as a principal, that it’s
incumbent for those who have made it to the top
to bring others along?

DW:

Absolutely! Were it not for the fact
that you as a person got your opportunity from
the back of someone else, whether you know
who that person is or not, matters not. It is
now your responsibility to pay it forward. For
example, being from New York, I was doing a
show for ABC called All My Children.
Richard Lawson played my father on the show.
We were in Sacramento, CA doing a charitable
event for a friend of mine name Spudd Webb
who said me, “You’ll have to come to Los
Angeles for your career to go to the next
level.” My response was, “I’m going back
home.” He said, “Stay at my house.” We had
an impassioned argument because we are that
close, but I finally gave in and stayed for a
week. I said, “If I don’t get a job in a week, I
am going home,” because personally I don’t
like to be in other peoples’ ‘space’. We all
know that the chance of getting a job in a week
in this industry is akin to winning the lotto. I
had arrived at his home Sunday night, was in
Los Angeles from Monday morning, and took
meetings. One meeting on Thursday had a
follow-up on Friday. They asked me to stay
and test for the network. I said, ”No, I’m
going home.” I was stubborn, because of my
deep feeling about people and their space,
but some activity was going on at LAX and
the airport was literally closed for the
weekend. So I stuck around and did the
network test. Literally, I was in Los Angeles
from Monday to Monday and got a job. I was
extremely fortunate. I have been here 15
years. I met my wife, got married, and now
have my 2-year old daughter. I have a great
life here. My career as an actor is great and
my career as an Entrepreneur is equally
great. Things are starting to happen for me.
My foot is starting to get in the door, because
of the connections I’ve started to make to
take it to the next level.

TBOF: America is still a biased society.
How do you think we can get more positive
images? What is the solution? Film is very
powerful. If just one film a year were made
that was a positive expression of African
Americans just as Americans, we could see
your culture more, instead of all these negative
pictures that we see overseas. How does the
industry get to that point?
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Dondre Whitfield &
Salli Richardson-Whitfield

DW: The best answer I could possibly offer to
that would be to continue doing what I’m doing
now. Being in control of the content and having
control of your destiny. I got tired of being the
actor sitting around waiting for the opportunity
to come and hoping that all the stars align. That
happens once in a while. You stand a better
chance being in the driver seat yourself to
maneuver your vehicle where you need it
maneuvered. Once I get to this place, I’ll
actually be in the process of nurturing those
relationships with companies like Code Blac,
which are looking to do their own films for 3-5
million dollars, which is a budget that’s well
within the realm of being done. It’s about the
connection that the material makes with the
audience, and that is certainly something you
can do within the confines of a 3 or 5 million
dollar budget. That’s where my energy is right
now. Once we’re moving in this direction, I’ll
have more say as to what types of material gets
made and what types of films get made and
what actors get used. There’s an abundance of
talented people that are not getting the
opportunity because Hollywood grabbed hold
of four, maybe five, African American folks
and decide this is the list we will operate from.
Once you get on that list you’re good and the
rest of the people fall by the wayside when
those who aren’t on the list are just as talented
and in most cases, more talented. I wouldn’t
venture to drop any names, but there are some
folks in very high places right now in
Hollywood that really don’t have the type of
chops to be in their positions, which is very
disturbing. After years of applying yourself,
studying the craft and making it the deadliest
tool that you have, it’s disappointing to see
folks with so much less who are well aligned
and well positioned. The one thing I can do is
continue going down the road I’m on. Two
things you can never stop are talent and
perseverance. With these two combined, if you
continue to move forward, eventually
something is going to happen.

made?

Are

there

enough

DW: Actually, just like the talented actors that
are not getting the opportunities, there are
talented writers who also are not due to not
having an agent. If you do not have an agent
who’s properly aligned to move those scripts to
the studios and let them know who they’re
representing, check out this script, etc., how does
your material garner the kind of attention it needs
in order for you to get that break? There’s plenty
of it out there and we know how to tap into it. We
have our finger on the pulse of it. We actually
own intellectual properties right now and have at
our disposal those types of material. For me
growing up in the environment that I grew up in,
laughter was extremely key. My first professional
job as an actor was on the Cosby Show. So, I’m
extremely spoiled when it comes to smart
comedy. A lot of it comes from the dramatic. So,
my projects and filmmaking will come in the
mold of what life really is, not just a drama, not
just a comedy, but a “dramedy” where you have
the dramatic that propels one into the comedy. I
love to have people come in to have their
‘release’ be your material, which took them out
of the state of mind they were in so they can walk
out of the theatre or away from their couch at
home with a totally different mindset.
TBOF: How did you get the financing to start
the company?

DW: We have four partners. Besides me, there’s
Kenny Lofton, an extremely good friend of mine
whom you saw at NATPE. He’s been a
professional baseball player for 15 years. I came
to him with the idea. He’d received his degree at
U of A for television and film production and he
was always interested in this side of it. We are
very close. I think I was more concerned about his
retirement than he was, so I asked him, “What are
you going to do when you retire?” We talked
about the idea and he thought it was great, and
that was all the financing we needed. Brenton
Early, who you also met at NATPE, has worked in
post-production forever. He’s also an actor and
came from the same mold as I did. He also felt he
needed to be in control of his own destiny. Earl
Adams, who is the fourth component, whom you
did not get a chance to meet, was here in Los
Angeles at the time coloring projects. He‘s been a
colorist in the industry for 18 plus years, and has
done huge campaigns. How we all came together
is about relationships. Brenton and Earl knew
each other, and they spoke; Brenton and I knew
each other, so we spoke. That, plus the connection
between me and Kenny, put all the pieces
together, and we thought, we can do this.
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TBOF: Finally, do you think America is
colorblind?

DW: When it comes to cars, maybe. I have a
godson who grew up in a very affluent
neighborhood here in California - Toluca Lake.
He goes to an extremely affluent school called
Campbell Hall. Many ‘industry’ kids attend the
school. You can count on your hands, how many
kids of color, in particular, African American
kids, attend this school. It’s about $25,000 per
year tuition for finger-painting. He’s fourteen
years old. It’s extremely disheartening, as his
godfather, to have to explain to him that the
world is not going to be like what he is currently
experiencing at Campbell Hall. The majority of
his friends are Caucasian and they have great
relationships. It’s been very difficult to explain
to him that when he moves on from Campbell
Hall a little more than half of his friends will
probably no longer be his friends. It’s the nature
of our society. It’s been equally difficult to
introduce him to the rest of the world that he
needs to get to know, which is the African
American society, our culture, the breakdown of
what our people mean to this society as a whole
and where we fit in. I get my hair cut at a very
rough neighborhood over on Slauson Ave., and
most people are amazed for someone like me
who’s recognizable in the community, with the
kind of car I drive. For most people it would be
a dangerous endeavor to say the least, but that is
where I go for my haircut. This is how I grew up.
I’m not afraid of my people. When you achieve
a certain amount of success and you become of
afraid of dealing with your people, that’s
extremely bad. Our people who live in the
underprivileged areas, when they see you,
there’s a sense of pride that they gain just by
seeing me there. They see a brother who’s really
doing something for himself. They know who
my wife is, and to see me in this area patronizing
our businesses, there’s a badge of pride that I see
being worn, just by them knowing this. It makes
me feel good. There’s times when I get in my car
and it brings me to tears because I feel helpless
not being able to help as many of us as I would
like to at this point of my life, particularly those
who are trying to help themselves. You will not
be able to reach everyone, because some will not
want to be reached. This is not a Black thing, but
a people thing. When you come across your own
people who you know are trying to do for
themselves, you want to be in a position where
you have the kind of connection, power and
finances to say: “Give me your stats and let me
work with this for a couple of days and make
something happen.” This is not difficult when
you get in position and are properly aligned; it’s
not difficult at all. When you have the right
contacts those things are easy, only a phone call
to a friend.
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crabs in a barrel, if a crab
is trying to climb out of the
barrel another crab will reach
up and pull him down so that the
first crab does not make it out

TBOF: This is the same kind of network that
the Korean and Jewish communities have. Why
don’t the African Americans do this? Is it trust or
what other filmmakers I have spoken with refer
to as ‘the slavery mentality’?
DW: I was born in 1969 and in the 70’s or early
80’s I had the theory of crabs in a barrel
explained to me. To have that mentality still
prevalent in 2007 is very awesome in a very
negative way. Unfortunately, we are still right in
the middle of that mindset: “There’s no way I
can make it if I help you make it. There’s no way
I can be the crab getting out of the barrel if I
reach down and pull you out of the barrel.” With
crabs in a barrel, if a crab is trying to climb out
of the barrel, another crab will reach up and pull
him down so that the first crab does not make it
out. That is where we still are in 2007. It
amazing how far we have come in so many
ways, yet we’re still stuck in the same place.
TBOF:

It has been suggested by another
filmmaker that maybe those of you who are at
that place already really don’t see it because so
much has gone on and so much has happened.
Since our issue in 1991, there have been many
films and there are more people in the industry.
Even so, objectively reviewing it, there’s no
middle sector and without that there’s no
industry.

DW: That’s absolutely right. The biggest
problem is that the ‘haves’ have gotten so
complacent. It’s almost like saying: “Since we’re
not sitting in the back of the bus anymore, we
have done it, we have arrived. What else is
there? The Mercedes is in the garage.” They
believe they have arrived already. It’s so not
about that. We are so caught up in our cars. The
things we acquire depreciate so quickly, and do
not have the inherent value they did when you
first bought them, and do not have the ability to
grow. These other power communities such as
the Jewish and Korean communities are
investing in things that will grow. They invest in
ownership. We may be the richest community of
people who are broke. The biggest consumers of
everything, we indulge ourselves above and

beyond, but we don’t own anything. Around the
world we are the best sportsmen, and our music
goes everywhere. There’s no group of people
whose work is more traveled than our work and
at the same time has the least amount of leverage
power as our people. We need to get into the
distribution of our product. When we shoot the
product it’s complete, but we still need
somebody to distribute it. The only way to
experience equality (all things being equal) and
level, is that someone has to put together a
streamlined distribution machine. One of the
reasons we started our post-production company
is that post-production is the one middleman you
cannot eliminate. You can shoot your project, but
somebody has to make it look good. That’s us.
But the biggest middleman that cannot be
eliminated is distribution. I’m hoping to be able
to get close enough to see how I can say to my
peers, “This is what we need to do.” Look at
films like Stomp The Yard. Look at our
consumption. If it’s on the screen, we’ll
patronize it. When an African American film is
number one in the box office that’s not just our
dollar any more, that’s everyone’s. Knowing that
we have that kind of pull, the industry knows
that the only piece of leverage they have left is
that we have to go ‘home’ to them for
distribution. We need to create our own home, so
we don’t have to go into anybody else’s. I’m
tired of paying rent.

D ONDRÉ W HITFIELD ’ S B IOGRAPHY
credits include most recently starring in the ABC series Jake
in Progress opposite John Stamos, also the NBC comedies,
Hidden Hills and Inside Schwartz. His first professional
acting job was on The Cosby Show, the most-watched sitcom
in television history. Dondré's prime-time résumé also
includes a multi-episode arc on the hit series, Girlfriends.
Dondré also starred in Secret Agent Man, a retro spy series
produced by Barry Sonnenfeld and Barry Josephson. Dondré
saved the world from alien attack in the made-for-television
sci-fi thriller, Alien Fury. He also starred in the popular
comedy, Between Brothers, which aired on both Fox and
UPN. In addition to his series regular role on the Fox
sitcoms, Living in Captivity and The Crew, Dondré has also
guest-starred on N.Y.P.D. Blue, The X Files, Nash Bridges,
Martin, The Jamie Foxx Show, and Ghost Whisperer. On the
feature front, Dondré gave a scene-stealing performance in
Two Can Play That Game, starring Vivica A. Fox and also
appeared in Happy Birthday, directed by Oscar winner
Helen Mirren, and Mr. 3,000 with Bernie Mac and Angela
Bassett. Dondré's daytime credits include All My Children,
where he was a three-time Emmy nominee and earned two
nominations for the NAACP Image Award. On stage, Dondré
has appeared at the prestigious Long Wharf Theatre in New
Haven, Connecticut, in Ceremonies In Dark Old Men. A
Brooklyn, New York, native, Dondré received formal training
at Performing Arts High in New York City. An avid golfer
and motorcyclist, Dondré and his wife live in Los Angeles
with their beautiful daughter Parker Elise Whitfield.
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OF A MAD BLACK WOMAN
Helen McCarter (Kimberly Elise) and her husband Charles (Steve Harris)
Directed by Tyler Perry - A VA I L A B L E F R O M L I O N S G AT E

Photo credit Alfeo Dixon

I NDEPENDENT P ICTURE P ROFILE C ANNES 2007

Tyler Perry, writer, producer, director, and actor, 36, has attracted a growing, racially diverse audience with his powerful plays
and films. In 2005, Diary of a Mad Black Woman, opened at #1 at the box office and along with Madea's Family Reunion
and Daddy’s Little Girls. To date his movies have earned over $145 million, and are distributed by Lionsgate. Tyler Perry
Studios is the first full-service, independent-sized studio in Georgia, featuring two soundstages, a 300-seat screening room, a
theater which will function as the main production facility for Perry's film, theater and television projects, and there are plans
for an acting school and theater company. The first 100 episodes of House of Payne, Perry's first-run syndicated comedy
series will begin debuting nationally on TBS in the fall of 2007.
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Only The Best
Of Sophisticated
African American
Themed Films
Jeff Clanagan

OF F ILM: Tell us about
Codeblack. In 1991, when we did the first
compilation of Black filmmakers, a company
like Codeblack didn’t exist. Why was it started,
and, in the present state of the business, what are
your objectives?

Codeblack Entertainment is the brainchild of Jeff Clanagan. In 2006, its first
year of business, it grossed $12 million dollars distributing African American
themed product that reflects positive images. Jeff Clanagan talked to The
Business of Film and shares his further aspirations for the company,
emphasizing that a great deal of the C & D ‘ Urban’ product seen
internationally is not reflective of the good product that is available in the
States.

THE BUSINESS

JEFF CLANAGAN: It’s an independent Blackowned company. I have structured a distribution
deal with Universal as well as a production deal
with Twentieth Century Fox, but Codeblack is an
independent company. It’s staffed by African
Americans, and its primary focus is to acquire,
produce and distribute African American themed
product.
TBOF: What’s your view on the industry
overall? One of the things I found while doing
this follow-up feature to our 1991 project, is that
there is no middle sector to the filmmaking, or
many independent companies, such as yourself,
where films showing middle class African
America can be produced. Internationally, we
see people such as Denzel [Washington]
‘starring’ in films, but we don’t get films of what
middle America, from an African viewpoint, or a
Latino viewpoint for that matter, is like. Is that
part of what you’re trying to do, or are you
trying to carve out a section like Tyler Perry’s
carved out a section? Or are you trying to be
broader than that?
JC:

I’m definitely trying to be broader
than what Tyler has achieved, because our
culture is much broader than trying to narrow
it into whether it’s faith-based or hip hop. We
have a much broader population in terms of
tastes and likes, so, we’re looking for films
with very diverse themes, whether it be
family, kids, action, comedy, or whatever.
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We have a much broader
population in terms of tastes and
likes, so, we’re looking for films
with very diverse themes

Across the board, we’re just like any studio,
but we service an African American
consumer. One of the reasons there wasn’t a
company like ours in 1991 was that the entry
point to start a company like this has always
been difficult. What’s made it a lot easier
now is DVD. DVD has really opened the
gates for entrepreneurs to start their own
companies and form their own distribution
companies. In 1991, you didn’t have that.
There were five or six major studios and they
basically controlled every means of
distribution. But distribution has now opened
up, and there have been many technological
advances. You can make a film less
expensively than you could in 1991, which
allows
more independent
filmmakers to produce films.

TBOF: We’ve met some filmmakers who
have tried to do that. The next question is: If
you can make a movie for under a million or
up to a million dollars, are those the types of
films you pick up as well as those that are
over two million? There’s a shortage of
finance money to make $5-10 million dollar
movies, or am I wrong?

JC: The issue is this: the big money comes from
movies that cost more than $5-10 million
dollars, but in reality you have to look at it from
a business standpoint. When a filmmaker is
making a $5-10 million dollar film, you have to
go theatrical, because you’re not going to make
your money back from television or video. So if
the filmmaker is trying for a movie that would
cost $5-10 million dollars, I would advise him to
have a studio deal in place first, a theatrical
commitment with a P&A, because if you
produce a $5 million dollar film and you can’t
get a theatrical distributor and/or a P&A
commitment, you’re not going to make your
money back on DVD. There maybe exceptions
but its almost impossible. Independent films in
that $1-2 million dollar range actually have an
opportunity to go theatrical, but if it doesn’t
happen, they still have a good shot at making
their money back and making the rest off DVD.
The answer is: there is money available for $510 million dollar films, but it’s not wise to
produce a $5 million dollar independent film
without a theatrical distributor attached.
TBOF: So, Codeblack is set up to provide
theatrical distribution if the movie
warrants
it. An African American filmmaker can get
financing, make a movie, and have the possibility
of distribution through your company as long as
the film warrants it. Can they also make the movie
with your company once they are able to say, “Jeff
over at Codeblack has a distribution guarantee”?
So is it the normal process, like everyone else,
except one hopes we will see more diversity? As
you’re building a company, I assume the way you
need to start off is to be sure that the films are
going to be hits. Or is it just volume?

Continued on page 26
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It corresponds with the audience I’m marketing
to. A lot of our music, our movies, set the trend.
When they cross over, is it still the Urban
market? Or is it not? You can debate that all day
long. I’m making films primarily with African
American casts and that’s who my films are for –
the African American community.

TBOF: The other thing I found interesting is
that people now talk about Black Hollywood,
which they didn’t in 1991. What is Black
Hollywood?

Terrence Howard in Hustle & Flow - Directed by John Singleton
continued from page 25

JC: The way I built the company is about
singles and doubles. The issue with theatrical
distribution is that in reality most theatrical
movies lose money. If I’m going to take on a
film for theatrical distribution and put up P &
A, I’m looking at the numbers. More than
likely, I’m going to lose on the theatrical, but
can I make it up in DVD? I’m going to be very
picky in terms of what I choose for theatrical,
because it’s a lot riskier. In terms of my DVD
titles, I go for the A-List independent product,
movies I know I can market to the audience
and move units and make money. I’m
managing a business and it’s about making a
profit. Otherwise, I’m not going to be able to
be here.
TBOF: What would you do if a producer
came to you with an idea to do a Made-forDVD film? Would you put up some money? It
seems to be finished product that you’re
looking for.

JC: I would put money into an outside project
if it appealed to me, but mostly I am making
my own films, and two are in production. They
are both faith-based films. One is called A
Good Man is Hard to Find, which is based on
a stage play. The other one is called Mama, I
Want to Sing!, which is also based on a stage
play, and is targeted at the Tyler Perry faithbased gospel market. I’m getting those films
made and going into business with the
filmmakers. I’m hiring writers, and I am able
to employ people and get more people work,
by green lighting films.

TBOF: That’s great. I’ve noticed there seem
to be a lot of faith-based films. Are most
African Americans faith-based? Is it an easy
market to identify?
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JC:
To be honest with you, the term
faith-based is the flavor of the month right
now. That market has always been there. Since
we came to America, we’ve always been a
culture of religion and faith. Now, what we are
seeing is that a producer made some films and
marketed them specifically to that market, and
now everybody trying to jump on the
bandwagon. Like any other trend, it will balance
out and you’ll have a share of faith-based films,
a share of family films. But right now, that’s the
hot trend. Hollywood, from a marketing
standpoint, follows trends, so everybody tries to
jump into the next new market as it’s created.
There have only really been four faith-based
films that made it big. Tyler Perry had two with
Madea and The Gospel, and T.D. Jakes has
Woman, Thou Art Loosed. There have been some
smaller, indie films, but on a broad-spectrum
scale, only those four films hit the market place.
TBOF: So, it’s a tough market even within your
sector.

JC: Definitely.
TBOF: What is the correct term for the films
you are making, African American themed films
or Black themed films?
.
JC: If you talk with people in the industry, the
accepted term is Urban. The question is, what is
Urban? Depending on whom you ask, you would
get ten different definitions. Non African
American companies and people take ‘Urban’
and use it however they want to frame it. The
term goes back to the music industry, when the
moniker for our music was R&B or it was Soul,
or it was Black music. The term changes every
ten years, you know, to whatever is accepted in
the industry. Right now, Urban is the buzzword.
I named my company Codeblack because Urban
is marketed to the African American consumer
and the code word for Urban is Black.

JC: Black Hollywood is a movement. It’s the
producers, the talent, the directors, Black
Enterprise magazine. That’s Black Hollywood.
Black Hollywood also comprises the executives
in the studios. It’s a combination of all the
African Americans who work in the industry.
When you go into a studio, it does me no good to
say, “I want to pitch this Black movie.” No
studio that can green light a project will say,
“We’re making a Black movie.” They’ll say,
“We’re doing an Urban movie” because then
they can define what Urban is in their own terms.
They don’t want to champion what would be
considered a Black movie. They’ll champion an
Urban movie, because Urban to them is
mainstream. It’s a cross over, which they can
define and apply whatever label they want. They
can’t do that to Black. If you walk into the studio
and say you have a Black movie that you want to
make, you’re not going to get it green lit.
TBOF: Then do you think it’s necessary for
African Americans in positions of power to
mentor more people and bring them along?

JC: I can’t speak for everybody. I know some
people who are all about empowerment, and I
know some who aren’t. They just don’t even
care. Some do and some don’t. There are a lot of
people—executives—who feel they have
arrived, but the fact is they’re one [pay] check
away from getting fired, or a division closing up,
or a corporate buy out, and they’re out of a job.
There is a prevailing false sense of security with
a lot of executives who feel that we have arrived.
There’s no ownership and we don’t control
anything. Until we control and own, we have not
arrived.

TBOF: How long do you think that will take?
Obviously, there need to be more Codeblacks,
more Tyler Perry’s, that middle sector that I find
is just missing. It’s out there in the independent
world, which is where I come from. I love films,
but I’m really bothered in 2007 that I don’t see
films that allow me to acquaint myself with more
of American society as a whole, not just one side
of a coin. Is there money out there to support
more companies like yours? Did you have other
investors as well?
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

Cannes
2 0 0 7

S TAT E O F A N I N D U S T R Y

JC: No, I started out in college. Actually, I
started in high school. I was in sports in
college, so I had relationships with a lot of
pro athletes and was able to network, and
able to work with investors. My
responsibility is to manage this company
well and have the power to bring other
people in.

TBOF: At the core, you’re a business guy,
but can you imagine funding a picture that’s
like an art film? We were discussing the fact
that we have all the good stuff at the top, and
all this rubbish, and you’re trying to create
this middle. So far it seems there is only
Tyler Perry, the new Bob Johnson vehicle,
which as of April 2007 has not made any
films, and your company Codeblack.

JC: Bob’s company is coming into the
space, so that’s going to be good. In terms
of the rubbish and the bad product out
there, what you have is a lot of non African
American companies, who don’t really care
about the culture or what the stories are.
They’re just in the back seat exploiting our
culture. That’s why you get that
exploitation product selling in the
international market. They can’t sell five
units in the United States. They’re going
over internationally and saying, “Hey,
these are the greatest things since sliced
bread,” but those DVDs do not sell in the
United States because people know that
they’re garbage. For those companies it’s
not about the culture, it’s about putting box
art together with a naked girl, a gun, and
drugs, which is so exploitive because that’s
their view of our culture.
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

a big focus on broadcast licensing in
“theWeUShavefor domestic
market and exploring other

are the production companies and studios, like
ourselves, with whom they perhaps have done
deals in the past. So there are a variety of ways
to source. What we’re really trying to do is
access the cream of the crop, because there are
filmmakers out there who have studied the craft
and put time in, and those are the producers that
we want to access. We are providing that open
door policy, because we may be getting into
some DVD production of our own. On the
acquisitions side, we’re primarily looking for
completed films or films that are pretty far
down the line in terms of production. We do
have a post production arm whereby we can
help filmmakers who are very close to finishing
a project. So that really is our primary focus:
acquiring top notch films, and looking for as
much content as possible because we want to
make sure that we keep our release schedule
full which, as you know, fluctuates according
to the needs of the market.

emerging markets, in terms of licensing and
digital opportunities, for our library of over 60
films that we are growing in as many different
ways as possible. We acquire and release
anywhere from three to five projects per month,
and usually average about three. There’s a lot
of product in the marketplace, but the real task
is sourcing really good product. We source in a
variety of different ways, from attending
festivals and markets to prior and new producer
relationships. I have tracked hundreds of
filmmakers over the years of my career, and
I’ve stayed in contact with those producers.
When they’re finishing their next films, they
have an open door policy with us. As you know
– as do I from my relationships – agents,
managers, and especially producer’s reps out
there, usually take on a number of titles at any
given time and the people they approach first

“

Angela Northington VP of
Acquisitions, Development
and Licensing. Code Black
Entertainment.

TBOF: What are Codeblack’s plans for the
international marketplace?
JC: The plan is to take on a couple of
territories at a time, build a business
internationally, and support the international
distributors the same way we do in the U.S.
We’ll go over with the talent, promote the talent,
promote the film, and try to build a business
because what’s happened so far is a disconnect
for a lot of U.S. companies that just ship product
over. If we have an international licensor or a
distributor who isn’t familiar with how to handle
our product, we need to help them maximize the
product so that it works for both companies, the
same way we handle it in the States. That is in
my business plan. Unfortunately, a lot of product
the international market has been exposed to is
the awful C and D stuff. And it’s not
representative of the good product that exists at
this stage, right now.

TBOF: How many films do you put out a
year? You’ve been in business a year now.

faith-based titles featuring top African American and
Latino talent.
Codeblack Entertainment is the brainchild of Jeff
Clanagan and his executive team, who, through their
extensive work over the past decade, have helped to
define, expand and ultimately change the face of urban
filmed entertainment.
Despite its relatively young age as a company, Jeff
Clanagan and his team have already established
Codeblack

Entertainment

as

the

preeminent

independent distributor of urban themed content with a
proven track record of releasing top quality urban
content through theatrical, DVD, and broadcast
channels. Recent national theatrical releases from the
company include Shadowboxer (the directorial debut of
Lee Daniels, producer of Monster’s Ball and The
Woodsman), Constellation, Steve Harvey’s stand-up
comedy film Don’t Trip, and Preaching to the Choir.
Codeblack Entertainment has developed a strategic
business alliance with 20th Century Fox, and presently
has a multi-picture deal with 20th Century Fox’s new
film distribution division, FoxFaith, to produce 6
original films targeting the African-American faith-

JC: Probably 15-20 a year. I only take the best

based market. The first two productions are film

material. It’s not about quantity for me. It’s
about quality.

adaptations of the 80s Off Broadway gospel musical hit

C

O M PA N Y

P

"Mama, I want to Sing!" as well as the popular play "A
Good Man is Hard to Find." Since its inception in

R O F I L E

January 2006, Codeblack Entertainment has generated

Codeblack Entertainment was created out of the need

$12 million in gross sales. The company projects gross

for positive representation of African Americans in

sales of $21 million in 2007. Codeblack Entertainment

film. A multi-faceted entertainment organization,

is fundamentally devoted to supporting the upward

Codeblack

of

mobility of Minorities through the art of film. The

sophisticated urban themed programming that is

company attributes its loyal following to its continuous

distributed across theatrical, digital, broadcast and

ability to uphold the integrity of the urban community,

Internet based platforms. Codeblack’s expansive

representing them in a positive light.

provides

a

consistent

stream

library consists of dramatic, comedic, romantic, and
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Building A Franchise
For Multiple Platforms
Deborah Pratt is currently working on the franchise
based on her literary trilogy The Vision Quest and
raising the finance for Chevalier and Antoinette,
based on and inspired by the life of Chevalier de
Saint George who was a black aristocrat in 18th
century France.
In conversation with Elspeth Tavares she forthrightly
shares her views on the present state of the industry.

Deborah Pratt
THE BUSINESS OF FILM: It has been a
while, in fact since 1991, that we last interviewed
with you at which time you were in the studio
system working on Quantum Leap. You have
recently established your own independent
company. What are you working on now?

DEBORA PRATT: I’m starting a new company,
V Global Media, which creates, produces and
distributes entertainment across multiple
platforms. We have created original
programming and it has to have at least three
ancillary outlets to franchise. One of the pieces
that I’m doing is called Chevalier and
Antoinette, which is based on and inspired by
the life of Chevalier de Saint George who was a
black aristocrat in 18th century France. He was
the finest swordsman in France at the time, a
virtuoso violinist, and a master composer. He
was tutor to Marie-Antoinette and was probably
one of the finest athletes of the day. He was head
of the Jean de Callac movement in the French
Revolution. He was a true hero and his story is
told from the eyes of Marie-Antoinette on the
night before she is to be beheaded of the one true
passion in her life – this man and his music. The
beauty of it is that when I began researching,
maybe a few years after we spoke, there was
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very little known about Chevalier de Saint
George. A lot of his music had been lost in the
Paris Opera House fire, and Napoleon had much
of his remaining work destroyed. There’s been a
resurgence of interest in him over the past 5-6
years, so I wrote the screenplay. When people
read it, they were blown away by it, but they
kept saying, “Who is Chevalier de Saint
George?” He was mulatto. His father was a
French nobleman; his mother was a slave from
Antibes, the American island. Mark Harris, who
won the Academy Award for Crash, read the
script and said, “I just worked with Terrance
Howard, can I give him your script?’ Terrance
read it, called me 24 hours later, and said, “I’m
on board.” I’ve been in France and the Czech
Republic and Hungary and Romania scouting to
shoot the picture. The French government is very
supportive because of his resurgence. They love
the idea of doing his life and bringing him back
to the world, and we’re in the process of putting
that together. Around that time, I knew I wanted
to do a trilogy of books and I sat down to write
this first novel called The Vision Quest. It’s the
classic Joseph Campbell call to adventure and the
making of a hero because I feel we don’t have
heroes in the world any more and I wanted to
write stories with global appeal under my banner
V Global Media. This is a story based on the
science and technology of today, and the fact that
we are splicing human genetics into animals. We
are sharing this world with other species, and we
need to look at alternate fuels and the fact that the
world is shifting and changing based on global
warming. I thought, “What if…’ and projected
the story 150 years into the future, telling it
through the eyes of a young person of color who
has multiple blood lines: Native-American,
African-American, and Caucasian. He’s what I
see the world becoming in that we will no longer
look at color, we will look at humanity because

we are first and foremost humans. It’s also a
coming of age moment in time for the world in
the sense that major shifts, because of global
warming, have occurred, and governments have
fallen into corporate hands. It’s a really
interesting book. It took me five years to write
and when I got to page 936, the publishing group
I was working with said, “You’ve written a
trilogy.” The big agents said, “This is great, we
can sell it.” Universal was interested in it. And I
thought about it and said, “This industry is
changing – immensely.” I don’t think the big
studios are where I want to put this property
because it has an opportunity to cross platforms.
I designed it as a very intricate platform. We
released the first book in January and it’s doing
very well. We’ve been picked up by Amazon and
Barnes & Noble, and we’re selling well on the
Internet through our website. We made a deal for
mobile phone games and wallpaper. At
“thevisionquest.com” you can become a member
of a community that will determine what the
future will be. What I’m looking to do is create
the world of the books online, let people come
and play in it but at the same time bring what I
call “the greatest minds on the planet earth” to be
our advisors. We have a group of people over here
on the forums that are interested in
nanotechnology. We have a board member who’s
going to speak live on the website, to talk about
what nanotechnology is, how it applies to us,
alternate fuels, and what issues we have to deal
with. I’m really excited about that, because The
Vision Quest is a straight-ahead, actionadventure, making of the hero. It’s not just the
coming of age of a young man and his friends
because women play a huge role as do all races,
breeds, colors, and species. One mind… one
world. If we all start thinking together we can
make a difference.
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TBOF:
What’s your view of the industry
as it stands now, particularly as a writer/director
trying to get your movies made? How difficult or
not was it to bring all those elements together?
You have a great repertoire behind you. How
difficult is it to find the finances and
distribution? Do you have to think in a
completely different way?

TBOF: Exactly. The problem is is that most of
moving through a time right
after the Civil War when there
were more blacks in the Senate
and Congress than there are today

DP: You do have to think in a completely
different way. I came out of the studio system. I
think when we first met I was under contract at
Universal, and basically everything is done for
you within that system. They take care of you,
but then they own and control everything, and if
it gets into the wrong hands and goes the wrong
direction something as unique as The Vision
Quest is killed and shelved because they don’t
know what to do with it. But they want to own it.
Because of the Internet, a whole other level of
distribution exists. The access to the community
is right at your fingertips, and the distribution
channels are drying up. The sad fact is that you
can’t protect your works, which is why I got into
the gaming market. One of the elements of The
Vision Quest - once the world is set up - is
building what is called The Morgue, which is a
massively multi-online role-playing game that is
active 364 days a year, 24 hours a day. It’s a liveongoing world where you can be in Japan and I
can be in L.A. and we can have a friend over in
London, and we can all go online at the same
time and live and exist in this world. We can go
on an adventure, play a game, go shopping … do
whatever it is that we want to do. The potential
is enormous. You can’t pirate that because the
snapshot that you take changes in the next
second. I think that’s where entertainment is
headed. That also allows my community – which
we call “The Collective” – to help me create this
future. One of the things that burns out television
and the film market and costs so much is the fact
that we create the entertainment and then we
give it to you and you have the option to buy it.
What’s working so well with YouTube and
Myspace and all the other similar sites is that
people are creating their own interpretations. So,
if I give them the roadmap and the rules and then
they create that for themselves, suddenly I
become partnered with what the world is about.
It opens a whole different paragon.

TBOF: Then you can capitalize on that by
producing the film, in which they can all
participate.

DP: That’s the traditional way. There’s
traditional and non-traditional. On the traditional
side, I want to produce a trilogy of films, and
we’re currently talking with some amazing
people to come on board with us. Then there will
be television shows, webisodes, mobile phone
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episodes – we already have a mobile phone deal.
There will also be Live Events. We’ve talked to
some interesting live event groups that can take
this book and make it into a live event. The
concept franchises out to all those areas. I’m going
to be doing my job saying, “This is how this world
works”, but I leave the door open to let people
contribute on whatever level they choose to
contribute. Six years ago when I first started
banging on the doors saying, “I want to do this, I
want to do this” people just looked at me like I was
crazy. Six years later, elements are happening. I
don’t think anybody’s done it quite this way.

TBOF: I don’t think I’ve ever heard of
anybody thinking about doing it on so many
platforms and in such a way. The technology has
allowed you to be able to do that, which is a
great thing. Can we step back a bit? As an avid
lover of all films, and keen cinemagoer, I’m
disappointed that we don’t see enough of the
other type of film you want to produce,
Chevalier and Antoinette. Do you think that it’s
incumbent on people who have made it,
particularly in the film industry because it’s so
difficult and because of the way in which
America is still a biased society, to help each
other and bring each other along? I’ve met so
many talented African-Americans and they just
don’t have the access. What’s your feeling about
that and what’s the solution?
DP: There’s a lot of truth in what you’re saying.
I think we exist within a society that consists of
people of color, which means Latinos,
Asians…the whole spectrum, and I have to
expand the group because I believe that’s how it
falls. The money that exists, the funding that is
put together, will take care of the stories that
reflect those people who have the money. So
until we create two areas for ourselves, a funding
source and a distribution source, we’re really at
the mercy of a group of people who are going to
service themselves before they service us. It has
been said that stories of color - Latino, Black,
whatever - don’t necessarily translate to Europe
or to Asia. There may be validation to that but I
don’t think it’s anywhere near true. We all have
the opportunity as long as you’re telling a
universal story.

the stories we see internationally always put
Black people or Latino people in a stereotypical
position. The world doesn’t really understand
that there are middle-class people living in
middle-class homes, or that the chairman or
CEO of American Express is someone of color.
The reason why it doesn’t travel is because
we’re not given the opportunity to enjoy films in
which we see just regular people reflected in
regular situations.

DP:

We can’t get past the barriers. There
was a project that was very dear to my heart,
which dealt with an African-American family
that dated back to slavery. I based some of the
family lineage on my own family in that my
great uncle was in the Senate. It was somewhat
like a Black Kennedy’s, starting back in slavery
and moving through a time right after the Civil
War when there were more blacks in the Senate
and Congress than there are today. It tells
everyone’s story through the 20’s when there
were still lynching laws on the books – you
actually had the right to lynch someone, and
continues through the 40’s and World War II, and
what happened there. When the story reaches
present day, one of the two sons is running for
the first Black President of the United States.
That’s very ‘now’ with Barak Obama running,
but the story was written ten years ago. I
remember sitting across the table from an exec at
one of the big networks who said, “This is a very
wealthy, very successful Black family – they
don’t exist.” I stayed calm and said, “You know,
I think you really need to look at the Forbes 500,
and you really need to look at some of the
history of some of the companies that exist and
the executives that exist. There is deep old
money in the black community.” If I can’t get
someone to believe that this exists, how can I
sell the story? It made it hard for me to create
those characters. I also wrote a piece based on a
young Hannibal becoming the Hannibal who
crossed the Alps and was going to conquer
Rome. The same thing happened. The network
executives said, “Well, this is really a great story
but it’s a little too educational.” That’s when I
stepped back and said, “I’m going back to what
I know.” I wrote Chevalier as a labor of love
thinking I’ll probably never get this produced.
When Mark and Terrance got on board, I
thought, “I have a really unique opportunity.”
But it has been difficult to find funding and
certainly to find distribution. My hope is that
once we have funding to go forward with this,
I’ll then go to Magic Johnson with The Vision
Quest. I try to funnel the money that I raised to
do these projects through persons of color, so
that we can start to build a foundation to then tell
the stories, but until we trust each other and have
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a strong enough foundation to be able to do fifty
films a year and distribute them worldwide, it’s
difficult and we have to go through the channels
that exist.

TBOF: Are there that many good scripts
out there that could be produced? Could
there be that many films? The other point of
course is that films don’t have to cost 10, 15,
20, or 50 million dollars. You can produce
good movies under $5 million.

DP: Absolutely. First of all, if a story is
universal, if it is a human story and you touch
the humanity of a family - a relationship
between a father and a son or a mother and a
daughter or a husband and a wife - it doesn’t
matter what the color is. It’s your storytelling
capabilities and your directing capabilities
that pull it off. You can do it for very little
money. There are inexpensive films that have
made money, but we don’t hear about them,
because again, we don’t own the press, and
when one comes out and makes a lot of
money it’s called an anomaly. Tyler Perry is
someone who has worked the system and has
created his own platform and created his own
funding and his own distribution. Now he has
gone to the studios to use some of the
traditional outlets, but primarily he is
building the Tyler Perry world. It’s something
that has to be done. My hope is - like Oprah,
like Tyler, and hopefully like Deborah Pratt
–we’ll build it together. Then we’ll find
people who can take the resources that we’re
putting together and build a system to reach
people of color. In truth, if you look at the
statistics on people of color, the design is to
separate us, to look for our differences and
not to look for what we all share together.
Strength is given to everyone else but us.
TBOF: In my 1991 editorial, I said, ‘What
needs to happen is to have a black owned
studio.” People who have money and clout
can put together a fund or create this kind of
entity and have people in those positions so
you can have your own studio system built
slightly differently. In 5 years, the studios
will certainly be another model from that
which they are today. In our 25th
anniversary issue Scott Milne of Albert G.
Rueben said, “One day the ‘corporate
entities’ are going to question why do they
need 10,000 people? Do you think that’s
possible? When I put that to people, they
say, everyone has an ego and it’s not
possible. But this is what the Jewish and
Korean communities do. So why is it not
possible? Why does it seem such a silly
thing to suggest when it comes to AfricanAmericans?
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someone should put together
some sort of fund and start
in that small way because
the end result is that you will
get more films made and
actually the distribution people

DP: I don’t think it’s a silly thing at all. I
think there have been attempts dating back to
Sydney Poitier and Richard Pryor. In the 90’s
a group of people, I think Bill Cosby was one
of the group, tried to raise money to get films
done. The problem was that it became stuck
because there was no one with executive
training. Bear in mind, this is my
interpretation of it sitting on the outside. There
was no one who knew how to run a studio
system, to set up those deals, and knew how to
choose properties and exploit them so that it
didn’t leap into making a $50 million movie. It
should have started very subtly with $1
million films and then $5 million films until
they had produced 15 films. The big hold-up
has always been distribution. The studios have
a chokehold on these big theater chains. They
say, “If you don’t take our little movies, you
can’t have our big movies.” And those are the
theaters’ blockbusters. That’s their bread and
butter. We don’t have that weight. The beauty
of today is that with digital cameras and the
Internet, you don’t necessarily have to rely on
that.

unless you write, direct and produce you
should not have the credit of ‘film by’. If you
do everything, then it is a ‘film by’. Beyond
that it is a truly collaborative effort. I have
said this, but the possessory credit is a big
bone of contention. I would love to build a
body of work, but it’s been very difficult
within the system. I have the script. I certainly
have the stories.

DEBORAH PRATT BIOGRAPHY
Deborah Pratt was born and raised in Chicago. She
attended Webster University in St. Louis, majoring in
Psychology with a minor in Theatre Arts. After
Graduation, Deborah took a job in Chicago’s difficult
Cabrini Green projects teaching preschoolers. “There
were days when I couldn’t take the kids outside,” she
recalls, “because of all the shootings.” At one point,
she found herself comforting a pre-schooler who’d
had a history of being shot-up by his parents with
heroin to keep it quiet. “I would make up stories to tell
the kids,” she remembers, “that stressed how each of
us can make a difference, not only in our own lives but
in the world. One of those stories was actually the
precursor to ‘The Vision Quest.” After college Pratt
headed for Los Angeles to pursue an entertainment
career.
Quantum Leap, co-Executive produced with Don
Bellisario, became a hit series on NBC-TV. Internet
sites emerged spontaneously, with fans chatting after
each show aired, like an electronic water cooler.
“They named themselves Leapers,” she notes. Two
years into the series, she saw its franchise potential.
“I figured we could have a convention, like the

TBOF: I think it’s probably is a good time,
however, for somebody to think of doing
something like that. Someone should put
together some sort of fund and start in that
small way because the end result is that you
will get more films made, and actually the
distribution people with their 12-screen
complexes will need some product. Then
maybe - as they did back in the 70’s and 80’s
when they kept one screen for art films, maybe
that could come about. We’re no longer
grooming any directors. Spike is up. In
Europe, directors are more important. So,
where are the African American art films?

DP: If you look at many of the auteur
directors, they were also the writers and the
producers. I’m writing, directing and
producing Chevalier, and I’m writing,
directing and producing Vision Quest. I sit on
the Writer’s Guild of America and the
Director’s Guild of America and the
Producer’s Guild of America. In my opinion,

Trekkies.” They did. Over two thousand people
attended, from all around the world.
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Unity Is Strength
Diversity The New Money
Ninety-five percent (95%) of the
40 Directors, Producers, Writers, Actors,
& Casting Directors in this Opinion
Section were interviewed one on one.

The interviews were edited for space
and accurately reflect these individuals’
thoughts. Where possible, the filmmakers’
biographies are included.
The Survey Questions appear
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Knowledge Is Power
Perception Is Key
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in the film industry, with a combined experience
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The Notion Of Pure Meritocracy
Is Not Sustainable In the Current
Hollywood System Structure
Thomas Carter, director of Coach
Carter, talks candidly to Elspeth
Tavares about the state of the industry
and his thoughts and reflections on
where the business as a whole needs
to go, and how, with business
shrinking due to a number of factors,
diversity may just be its salvation.
Thomas Carter
THE BUSINESS OF FILM: The Business of
Film last interviewed you in 1990. At that time
the film industry was going through what one
could describe as resurgence, particularly with
films like New Jack City leading the way. What
is your overall view of the Industry now?

THOMAS CARTER:: The Industry is in a deep
state of flux. My last movie was made at
Paramount. The studios, and it’s been true for a
while, are all owned by large conglomerates.
There is a very tough look at the bottom line. I
think people feel, in many cases, more insecure,
more impermanent in their positions than they
did in the past. Everybody is trying to figure out
how to keep surviving. Take Universal Studios
which, I think smartly, merged with NBC,
making it larger yet still trying to find a way that
everybody can carve out enough of a piece of the
pie to survive. There’s always been a lot of
wasted capital. Happily for us, people keep
wanting to invest in it because it is a magical
business, but there should be good money
management. I don’t think movies need to cost
necessarily as much as they all cost. Certainly
there is an eye for the bottom line, but
sometimes people are not as aware of, or
sensitive to, the creative process or even open to
real creativity. There’s a struggle in the business
on all those fronts to try to figure out what it’s
going to be. A great deal of money in the
entertainment business is made from gaming, if
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

all represents a level
of uncertainty on the part of
those who make up the creative
community and the business
end of the community as to
what the future
you put that under the entertainment umbrella. So
films and film revenue are trying to find a new
way and establish a new position, but the ground
keeps shifting. Technology has brought a lot of
change, and change to the financial structure of
the business as well.

TBOF:: And the Internet, of course, is going to
change it even more and that’s going to happen
very rapidly.

TC: Of course. Piracy is a big issue on an
international level. The Internet is a huge issue
because it’s a new delivery system, which could
be very effective, but at the same time, the
Industry is not quite sure how it’s going to work.
It’s changing so quickly that if you figure out
how it’s going to work, it might shift within the
following year or two. It’s a big concern for
creative people and unions, actors and writers
and directors. How we will share the revenue
from those delivery systems? It’s a big question

in the upcoming negotiations for all the unions
over the next couple of years, so it’s certainly
having an impact. If we can make it work, it
could be a brand new revenue stream, but it also
affects the industry creatively. What is it like to
watch a movie on a big screen in a theatre as
opposed to watching it on an iPod? We’re all
being affected by it and everybody is trying to
figure it out. That all represents a level of
uncertainty on the part of those who make up the
creative community and the business end of the
community as to what the future, and to some
degree even the present is. One of America’s
biggest exports has always been its films. With
globalization and the way the world is shrinking,
we are seeing that the more technology becomes
part of the landscape, even in third world
countries, piracy is an issue. The Chinese market
is about to open. If you can access all these
markets and control them, in a legal orderly way,
with sound business practices, there’s a lot of
money to be made. But you have to have the cooperation of those governments, so that we can
curtail piracy, which is a big problem for us who
make the films.

TBOF: When I spoke with Bill Duke, he was
saying that he is now driven towards thinking
about ownership and that he’s looking at the
Internet in terms of trying to find a way to make
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and distribute movies on the Internet because
now films can be made very cost effectively.
Have you thought of taking that route? How do
you feel about it?

TC:
I haven’t thought about it simply
because creatively, right now, it doesn’t appeal
to me. I’m really a filmmaker who likes the idea
of seeing his movies in the theatre or at least on
a big screen even in my home, so it’s not
something that I have pursued. I won’t be
surprised if it becomes a matter of pursuit in the
business over the coming years, but right now
it’s not something I’d pursue. Everyone is trying
to figure out everything. Many new people are
coming onto the scene. For Black people making
films, we have long argued in some corners that
maybe we should access Black capital to make
films about people of color. I was interested a

how can I make films
about people of color that
are not only appealing
to a niche market but that
are movies with stories

Samuel Jackson in John Singleton’s
Black Snake Moan
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couple of years ago when I think Reverend T.D.
Jakes and a group of people, I assume, put
together some money and made a film. I actually
saw the film on cable and I was arrested by the
work in the movie, and I thought, “Wow, who
made this movie?” I realized the movie had been
made and distributed with Black capital, and I
hope they had a reasonable return on their on
their investment. They probably did because
they didn’t make it for a lot of money, but they
provided a lot of jobs for people. That’s putting
into practice what we’ve talked about for a long
time which is ‘How might we finance our own
films?’ It doesn’t mean you can’t access other
capital, but if you can begin with Black capital
as a base, then we can make a lot of films. You
actually have to find films that can be made less
expensively. As a businessperson, when I make a
movie, while it may be about people of color, it
has universal themes that many people would be
drawn to. Ultimately, that’s been the goal for me:
How can I make films about people of color that
are not only appealing to a niche market, but that
are movies with stories that are really very much

about all people on the planet and could appeal
to any number of groups. The other thing that’s
interesting are the films Tyler Perry, whom I
don’t know, is making. He started out doing
theatre shows that were very much a niche
market, very much geared to local Black
communities all across the country. These shows
would tour and even though they weren’t real
sophisticated theatrical productions they
presented a certain sentiment with high
entertainment value that the community, by and
large, identified with, whether it had to do with
relationships or women’s issues or religion.
Ruben Canon, an old friend of mine, is
producing films with Tyler Perry. They have
made a number of films. The films themselves
are not yet the most sophisticated films, but they
are growing, as Tyler’s experience grows as a
film director and screenwriter. One wonders, is
that filmmaker going to grow where he is
making films that somehow still keep a
touchstone in the community as a source of
inspiration but that can reach a much wider
audience? One would hope that growth
continues and I think they are growing. We may
have to provide our own training system and
our own ideas about distribution and finance
that allow the filmmakers to develop and not
just wait at the door for the White
establishment, which is still really what it is in
Hollywood, to allow us to enter. And there are
many people who have gone through that door.
I’ve gone through that door. I’ve made studio
pictures. I’ve been frustrated by studios, but
I’ve been frustrated as a filmmaker, in general.
And I’ve been frustrated as a Black filmmaker
because there are, in fact, perceptions by White
studio execs that are not necessarily
commensurate with my own perceptions
whether it’s about what will appeal to a larger
audience, or the understanding of a cultural
phenomenon, or what characters are appealing,
what’s authentic. All these things come out of
your own personal experience, which leads me
to what I think is a really significant issue: the
paucity of Black executives in Hollywood, who
are involved in developing films and
shepherding those films internally in the studio
to be green-lit. Let alone having the authority to
green light the films, but even just really being
there. There aren’t many. In fact, working with
Paramount on a movie we’re developing called
the Marcus Dickson Story, which is based on a
true story, our executive there was Matt
Jackson, who’s a Black executive who’d been a
real passionate supporter of our project
internally. In the downsizing at Paramount, and
all the changes, Matt was let go. Now we have
another executive who, hopefully, will be just
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as passionate, but I know that Matt was the only
Black executive in the development area of the
company. I want to see people of color in those
positions at all the studios. I want to see people
who are good, smart, and who do their jobs
well. Those people are out there. They just have
to be found. I was sorry to see him go, because
that means there’s one less person in the studio
structure. Any good studio wants to have a
diversity of cultural experience in its own
development arm. The world is so
multicultural, such a marriage of cultures that
they need to have understanding and interest in
a variety of things to bring into that company
and grow that company and reach larger
audiences. I think the best studios understand
that and can no longer afford to have a limited
view of culture or a stereotypical view of
culture. On the other side of that coin are the
executives who think they want to do a Black
film and have a very narrow idea of what that
is. I’m working at Fox/Searchlight with Zola
Mashariki, who is a Black executive there. The
film is about Jackie Robinson and Branch
Ricky and the integration of baseball. There are
things that Zola brings to this project, a
passion, understanding, and complexity of
thought that I know is informed by her
experience as a Black woman. She has projects
that have nothing to do specifically with people
of color that she’s also a great executive on, but
I know having that element at that studio is
really important and I know that it helps inform
the development of the project. It’s important
that she’s there. I don’t expect her to do only
Black projects, nor does she want to do only
Black projects, nor does the studio expect that,
but she brings a different cultural experience to
the mix. She’s a Harvard graduate, and she
brings that experience too, but she brings
different experiences than the next executive
there who doesn’t come from that shared
background. We need that in Hollywood, I
don’t want to see studios making films about
people of color, whether Latino or Asian or
Black, that come from their own stereotype of
what those cultures are because then you just
get this narrow idea of gang movies, movies
always set in the ghetto, or a kind of outrageous
comedy that doesn’t touch on the complexity of
the community, and that’s what’s really
interesting now. We’ve seen all those clichés.
What’s going to be interesting to an audience is
to find what’s real and complex and fresh to the
audience that explores these various
communities and these various characters and
personalities. That’s what I think the big
challenge is.
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Coach Charter
Directed by
Thomas Carter

Zola brings to this project,
a passion, understanding
and complexity of thought
that I know is informed
by her experience
as a Black woman
TBOF: America is still a biased society. Do

you feel that it’s beholden on people who have
made it to mentor and bring other people along,
so that a middle sector of filmmaking can be
created, and with that middle sector, which
means a bigger independent sector, films that
reflect the aspirations of
‘middle class’
Americans of African descent can be made?
Images that reflect the true diversity of African
Americans as a culture and a race and an
intricate part of mainstream America. I believe
film is so powerful that it can help to underline
tolerance, so that perhaps the world can see
America as it professes to be, liberal, and
upholding the pledge of the Bill of Rights. And
just perhaps if we can see some change in films
that in turn may have some small impact on
society. What do you think?

TC:
I feel you’ve asked a complex
question. The question is: Could you make a
social comedy with Black characters that spoke
to the whole audience? I don’t think that’s
happening, but I think it can. I think Hollywood
has to understand that and wake up, and not just
think of Black people and Black characters in
cinema, or Asian or Latin characters, as Black or
Asian or Latino characters. You don’t think of
the White character as a White character. So
when you can open up your mind and embrace
the idea, you see it in some films. It’s not that we
never see it. Quite often Denzel Washington

plays a character, a cop, a submarine commander
who is not specifically a Black character, and
then, of course, he can also play Malcolm X,
who is. There is not nearly enough diverse
representation of characters, even with the stars.
I’m not sure if you only see a few great character
representations because there’s only a handful of
stars, but part of what keeps people from
becoming international stars is not being given
the opportunity to play those roles that allow
them to elevate to that status. You have to open
that up. I’d love to see film do what, in several
cases, is happening in television. Most
noteworthy, of course, is Grey’s Anatomy, which
is a case where you have a Black executive
producer who’s doing a show wherein you would
never know if she was a Black executive
producer or a White executive producer or
anything untoward in terms of the character
content or the dialogue in the show. They’re
young, medical residents who are pursuing their
careers and having personal lives and so it’s a
hugely successful show. People enjoy the show
for the variety of its characters, but there has also
been revolutionary attention paid to
multicultural casting. I mean, there is a Black
head of the hospital, and although it does deal
with the fact that he’s Black, it has less to do
with who he is than his job and who he is as an
individual character. Sara Ramirez, plays a
wonderful full-bodied Latin woman, really sexy,
who’s having a relationship with one of the
doctors. A Black man is having a sexual
relationship with an Asian woman. Yet the
relationships are not about that, it’s about who
the characters are, what their own personalities
are. I mean if they were to deal with the
interracial aspect, that would be okay, and that
would be honest, but it is not the center of the
drama. The drama is about the people as
individuals and how they think of themselves.
You have these various people who are very
good at their jobs. I think people have gravitated
to that show because they see the world played
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I don’t want to
hire people for their
colorI’ll fire a Black
person as quickly as
I’ll fire a White one
Continued from page 33
out much more honestly than they do in other
shows that separate cultures so much. This is
especially true for young people. There’s such an
overlap of culture, such an experience of each
other, that these things are common and
Hollywood is always playing catch up to the
interrelationships, social relationships, and
professional relationships between peoples of
color. It’s refreshing to see that show. It’s the
epitome of what we hope to get to, in general.
There will always be specific stories about the
Jewish experience, the Black American, Black
English, African, Latin, and French experience
in America. There will always be those stories
that we want to see and learn about our history
and our individuality, but mostly we live our
lives interacting with each other. It will be
interesting when films really grow to that level
of casting. There are a number of writers on
Gray’s, but they all work under Shonda Rhimes.
She created the show. She’s the executive
producer. She runs the writing staff. There are,
I’m sure, talented writers there, but it’s her show.
She’s the person – and don’t think for a second
she didn’t have make this case strongly – who
had to stand in the network offices and say to
them, “No, I want this person in this role” and “I
want that person in this role,” and “I want this
person.” I’ve been through that, so I know you
have to stand your ground. It’s not always easy
to say, “I know it defies your conventional
thinking for me to have this number of Black
people in positions of authority, but it’s not
going to effect the show any more than having
White people in those positions, and if I write a
good story, the whole audience is going to come
to my show.” She had to fight to gain that trust,
and I don’t think it’s likely that she fully gained
it until the show was a hit, but she fought for the
right to do it. Those are the fights that you keep
waging as creative people in some positions of
authority. The beginning of your question was:
Do we have an obligation to help bring more
people into the business and continue to open
doors? We absolutely have that responsibility. I
used to think, years ago, that we could operate
more wholly on a purely, pure system of
meritocracy. I still believe in a meritocracy,
34 T h e B u s i n e s s o f F i l m

however, I came to see that the playing field was
certainly not as level as I hoped it was going to
be. I knew it wasn’t level, but I thought it was
going to be more level than it really was. It’s
tough when you go onto a movie and you see
that the Teamster Captain’s brother is also part of
the crew, or the Key Grip’s nephew is also
working as a grip, or you see the producer give a
job to his friend. You know these things happen.
They happen not just in Hollywood, but in every
business, and you realize, as well, that many
people get jobs because they’re in a position to
know when a job is going to open. Someone is
talking to them about how to get in. Someone is
helping them. Well, if those people who are
doing those things are White, and they have
traditionally been White, and they are helping
other White people, you realize it is incumbent
upon you to not just to be aware of it, but to
specifically reach out to people of color. To try
to lend a hand. To say, “I want to see some ethnic
diversity on my crews.” I don’t want to hire
people for their color. I’ll fire a Black person as
quickly as I’ll fire a White one. I don’t want to
see incompetent people, but people who want to
learn, who want to grow. People who are good at
their jobs in a particular area. I want to make the
effort to look for diversity because I know that
people of color don’t have equal access. They
don’t have the traditions in their communities
that White people have. They don’t have the
relationships, and I mean family relationships,
let alone, friends from church or from their golf
club or wherever that leads into the film
industry. So it’s incumbent upon us to pay
specific conscious attention to growing the
number of people of color in the business and
providing opportunities. I, like everybody, long
for the day – I think it’s going to be a while yet
– when we don’t have to pay such specific
attention. We’re not there yet. We’re not there by
a long shot. I think we’ve got to really, really pay
attention to it.

TBOF: Do you think there are enough good
scripts around? Enough good scriptwriters?
TC:
There are never enough good scripts
and never enough good scriptwriters—black,
white or otherwise. One of the things that we
need to cultivate is Black screenwriters because
it all begins with the script. It all begins with the
material. There are many Black screenwriters
who complain that they don’t have access, that
they can’t get their material read with the same
openness or understanding or awareness of what
the larger world is really like. I think that’s the
same frustration I would face as a producer
developing material, so I do understand that. I
think, in the business, as a whole, people do tend
to hire people they’re comfortable with, that
they’ve worked with before, who are like them.

So a lot of Black writers have a disadvantage
because they may not be in that group. They may
not share that immediately similar background.
The business is not like mathematics. It’s a much
more undulating, amorphous, shifting dynamic
because it involves relationships. It involves
people’s comfort level. That’s why as long as
you have a ninety-eight percent White executive
class in the business, you’re going to see a
reflection of them throughout the business. It’s
only when you consciously open that up that you
will begin to see some changes in terms of the
material and the other people in the business. It
will flow down the line when that executive is
open to a different kind of material, and feels a
different kind of connection or comfort level
with another variety of writer and story. That’s
what’s going to keep the business alive, quite
frankly. That’s what’s going to make the
business work. I think, until we do that, we’re
actually going to see a shrinking of the business.
The business is going to be forced to find its way
to really opening up culturally in an interesting
way, not just in a clichéd way, and I think that
will be the salvation of the business.
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Exploring New
Paradigms To
Create Ownership
Bill Duke has a body of work, both as a director and
actor, that spans working in film for both the majors
and the independents. He believes that fully
comprehending new digital paradigms will be of
greatest benefit to filmmakers to build annuity. Bill
Duke shares his opinions with The Business of Film,
for the first time since we interviewed him in 1990
for The New Genre Black Filmmakers in the 90’s.
Bill Duke
THE BUSINESS OF FILM: What are your
thoughts on the state of the industry? Do you
think the filmmakers have moved forward?
Have some of the aspirations of the new wave
in 1990 been achieved?
BILL DUKE: I think there are more people
directing. The topics that are covered are
relatively more varied, but we have not
expanded into a major push that would give
us a broad spectrum of topics to choose and
deal with on a regular basis. I think to a
certain extent we’re still categorized by color
rather than our ability. But things have gotten
better in terms of the number of people who
are involved in the industry. Several films by
Spike and and Fugard have expanded the
overall genre of film that we’re participating
in, but a lot more has to be done.

TBOF: And how has it been for you? What
have you gone through? What’s been your
progress?
BD: I’ve been doing a lot of acting and
studying new media. There is a great theory
called The Long Tail, and Thomas
Friedman’s The World Is Flat gets into
understanding what we are really talking
about in terms of new markets and new
paradigms and in terms of ownership. How
can I not just be a director but own my own
content? In terms of the future, since content
C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

some make it to the top because
they’re more talented, but others
get there due to various kinds of
relationships and ‘marketing’ in the
business. That leaves a tail of people
who are equally as talented but never
get a shot, never get a chance

ownership is the key, how do you begin to
create annuity you can pass down to your
family?

TBOF: But isn’t it the way forward for a
filmmaker such as you to form a company? Do
you own your films and hang onto your
negatives?
BD:
That’s one way to do it, but you still
have to deal with distribution, and what you’ll
give away in terms of distribution. The
question is: What are the new paradigms of
distribution going to be? It’s a changing
paradigm. It’s not simply ‘this is the way it’s
definitely going to be from tomorrow forward.’
I think everyone is looking, searching, and also
participating in shaping that distribution portal
in terms of global and domestic ownership
implications. Things are happening and
changing very fast. As an independent

filmmaker you feel as if you’re constantly
running to catch up, which requires that we
think of a new model. I mentioned I have been
studying the new media, and I am currently
reading the book The Long Tail. It’s
fascinating. It talks about the future in terms of
distribution and marketing and also ownership.
It looks at the industry as a head and a tail. In
the past, a few people have been chosen to be
the great ones in the entertainment industries –
a few great musicians and bands, a few great
actors, and a few great filmmakers who make it
to the top. Some make it to the top because
they’re more talented, but others get there due
to various kinds of relationships and
‘marketing’ in the business. That leaves a tail
of people who are equally as talented but never
get a shot, never get a chance. New
technologies – the Internet, cell phones, the
computer age – have all made access much
more affordable and possible to more and more
and more people. So what that fundamentally
means is… Suppose you spent $10,000 making
a movie, and your audience is only, let’s say,
20,000 people. If you sell that movie for $10
apiece to 20,000 people, you’ve made
$200,000 and it only cost you $10,000. I’m
okay with that. Aren’t you? The model is
changing. The way we think about profit, the
way we think about ownership, the way we
think about marketing – it’s all changing
because the paradigm is shifting. Keeping up
with it is very difficult if you are an

Continued on page 36
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a lot of them are still
coming out of universities
out of film programs
but the depth of the writing
sometimes is simply
no longer there
Continued from page 35
independent. In the old model you had to reach
20,000,000 people in order to make your
money back plus profit. Independents cannot
win in that world. It’s not structured for us. But
in an industry where you can make it for
$10,000 and all you have to reach are 20,000
people to be in profit, we can handle that.

TBOF: I agree with you. It’s a very
interesting time. I think it’s an exciting time for
the independents again. If you make a movie
for a specific audience, and market and sell it
to that audience, if you’ve made it for $5 and
can turn it around and make $8 you’ve done
very well. This continual song in the industry –
that if you don’t make it over the first or
second weekend, your movie is no good – is
asinine and also not necessarily true.
Do African-Americans help each other along
enough in this business? It is disappointing to
see that since 1991 the industry hasn’t grown a
solid middle sector.
.
BD: It’s been disappointing for all of us. Many
of us have, what I call, amnesia. We don’t
reach back. We don’t reach forward. We’re not
collective in our thinking. As a result, we make
the same mistakes over and over again. We
make our money. We make our success, and we
really believe the industry when it says it loves
us. Then, after 5 or 6 films, your 7th one
doesn’t make it, and the industry dumps you.
Well, duh, look at it. We’re not the first ones
to go through the process. Just look at
everyone else it has stopped. And it’s not
racial. It’s the nature of the beast. We have to
begin thinking differently in terms. Maybe it
should be called “business show” rather than
“show business”? (Duke chuckles)
TBOF: I’m just amazed this time around.
There seems to be small cliques of people.
There are people right at the very top and then
there’s this sector of C & D films at the bottom.
It’s reminiscent of the bad product boom in the
early days of video. It’s not representative of
the community as a whole, but it suggests that
36 T h e B u s i n e s s o f F i l m

there is an audience of African-Americans,
particularly in the US, who hunger for product
that reflects their own images.

BD: There’s a big debate over Tyler Perry in
terms of the quality of his content. But there’s
one thing I can for sure not debate and that is
his success in reaching an audience on a
consistent basis and his ability to address, as
you so eloquently stated, “the needs of a
neglected audience” that the studios really
have no idea how to address.

TBOF: I’ve seen all of Tyler Perry’s work,
some of the cultural inferences I didn’t
understand because I am from the UK, but I
understand
perfectly
what
he
has
accomplished. Diary of A Mad Black Woman?
It was great. The script was funny, it had
production value, and the actors were brilliant
in their roles.

BD: Tyler made it for no money and it made a
great profit. People are criticizing him, but I
think they should just shut up and allow him to
do what he’s doing. He’s building an audience
base, beginning to address an audience that’s
never been reached before. He’s making a
profit. He’s a smart businessman. He’s funny at
what he does. It’s not everybody’s taste, but the
fact of the matter is he’s not trying to do that.
He is trying to create what he knows is the way
to build his audience and create a critical mass
of content. He can create a library of content
that builds into an annuity. That’s what
everybody in the broad industry is trying to do.
Except most Black people are just trying to be
movie stars and don’t have the slightest idea
what this industry really is. They really, really
don’t.

TBOF: Are there sufficient good scripts
around to make those movies that could travel?
BD:
No. One of the things we’re lacking
is good writers. Getting the writers filtered
through to filmmakers like myself, there’s
something missing in the whole process of that
bridge from the creative writer to the
filmmaker process. A lot of them are still
coming out of universities, out of film
programs, etc., but the depth of the writing
sometimes is simply no longer there. I think
that’s a real issue. I just finished directing a
play off Broadway in New York called
Dutchman End. One thing that did for me was
to put me back in understanding the
importance of literature, and the things you can
discuss at depth in literature that you can’t
discuss in a one-minute scene in a film. In the
past there were writers who could write

synoptically almost in haiku fashion that gave
you some depth of experience in terms of film.
I think we need to re-explore those potentials
and re-generate and rejuvenate writers in that
way of thinking. I think we can do it, but it’s
not happening yet. I think we have to approach
it on a number of different levels. When the
writers in the studios were first coming along
they wrote because they had a passion for
writing. Many writers in film today are writing
for profit. What formula can I copy to make a
pay day? That’s a different kind of passion. I’m
not saying one’s better than the other, but my
preferences are writers who have a passion to
say something that they must say, that’s
important to them, and that they really want to
talk about. We’re missing those writers.

TBOF: Have you thought about yourself as
a well-known actor, director, writer hooking
up with a strong producer and trying to get
movies made? Is that what Duke Media is
about?
BD:
I’m always looking for strong
producing partners who have the ability to
understand the complex process of
filmmaking. The raising of funds is only the
beginning of the formula. There’s also the
new distribution portal, the new distribution
model, the new marketing models, the need
for people who are not stuck in the old
paradigm. The fact of the matter is that
getting the movie made is just one step. You
and I and your readers all know a lot of the
movies that got made, that no one’s ever seen,
are still on the shelf ‘some place’. The
question is - how do we make it and then get
it marketed and distributed? That’s the real
issue. There aren’t a lot of guys out there
today who are embracing a new paradigm.
They’re not really embracing the digital
technology. Not really understanding the
Internet. Not understanding cell phones. Not
understanding the computer. They are still
going through the studio system, which to a
certain extent is interested in funding, but
which is getting out of the funding business
and more into the distribution business. I
mean, how do you leverage hedge funds?
How do you do all these things? Finding
somebody who’s interested in doing that on
an independent filmmaking level is not easy.
TBOF: I don’t know if there are very many
producers or African American Producers
who have that kind of knowledge. But it’s
not really about African-American, is it? It’s
just a producer who has that kind of
knowledge.
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BD:
Color is secondary. I mean, I don’t
care what color the person is as long as they
have a passion, an understanding of this
industry, and how to build something. That’s
what everybody is trying to find.
TBOF: I think that’s a hard call. Since the
last time we spoke in 1990 compared to now,
do you think that to some degree America has
become color blind? Or is there still the
tremendous bias that there was then?

TBOF: In talking to a number of people, I
can see how the industry has moved forward,
but one had hoped for more. With film being so
powerful and effective perhaps if one or two
films came out each year reflecting positive
aspects of the Black culture, other than the
mostly negative images we see portrayed,
could that in some way underline the tolerance
of diversity, and help to foster change in
society, as a whole?
BD: All you say has relevance, but have you
ever tried to deal with the human ego? One
would like to think that because we commonly
face all kinds of devastating threats as a culture
and a race that there would be a collective
effort on some level to come together and to
transcend our own personal agendas and begin
to address some of these things collectively.
It’s not happening. It’s just not happening. The
answer is Ignorance. I am not going to hold my
tongue. Ignorance and greed. Ignorance and
amnesia. Ignorance plus greed plus amnesia is
a very bad combination. I know I’m gonna get
in a lot of trouble.

TBOF: But Bill you’re big enough to carry it.
BD: Unfortunately, yes.

C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

Photo credit: Alfeo Dixon

BD:
No, American is not color blind. I
would say there is tolerance on a certain level
that was not there before. But between the last
time we talked and now, a Black man was
dragged to death in Texas. His body parts fell
apart. An unarmed Black man was shot in a car,
with 50 bullets, in New York City several
months ago. We have an AIDS epidemic in this
country that no one is idemic. There’s no one
speaking about it or sounding the alarm bell.
It’s as if it’s not important. Until that changes,
I can’t with any conscience at all say that on a
core basic level the perception of the
importance of our culture and who we are as a
people is important. I’m not going to lie about
it. Some things have changed and a lot hasn’t.

Tyler Perry, and Ms. Cicely Tyson on the set of Tyler Perry’s
Madea’s Family Reunion - Available From Lions Gate.

B ILL D UKE : B IOGRAPHY

With a wide range of credits to his name in almost
every film discipline, including directing,
producing, acting and writing, Bill Duke has
founded Duke Media, formerly Yagya Productions,
which has been in existence for approximately
twenty years. For three years, Mr. Duke served as
the Time Warner Endowed Chair in the
Department of Radio Television and Film at
Howard University in Washington, DC. He was
then appointed to the National Endowment of the
Humanities by former president Bill Clinton. Mr.
Duke has also been appointed to the California
State Film Commission Board by Governor Arnold
Schwarzenegger. Mr. Duke now serves on the
Board of Trustees at the American Film Institute.
Bill Duke is now producing and directing
independent projects and content for multiple
platforms. These projects serve to focus on

morality and redemption and emphasize cultural
history and family values.
Projects from Duke Media include.: ‘Faces if HIV’
explores the impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in
the African American community. According to
the CDC, More African Americans are living with
HIV or already dead from AIDS than any other
single racial or ethnic group in the United States
(Center of Disease Control). Unfortunately despite
this fact, attention is often focused on the impact
HIV/AIDS is having abroad in Third World
countries, while Americans are dying every day
right here at home. ‘The Faces of HIV’ explores
these issues as well as the role that young people,
the cost of medication, the African American
Church, and men on the ‘Down Low’ play in this
issue, while attempting to uncover how we can
solve these deadly problems that are ravaging the
African American community.
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Unity Is Strength
Diversity The New Money
Unity: the state of being one single
entity; oneness; the state of being
combined with others to form a greater
whole.

T

The filmmakers interviewed and featured
in this Survey are to be applauded for their
oneness, their desire to be combined and
form a greater whole picture of the truth
that underlies the denial of their ‘access’ to fulfill
their aspirations.
It was not difficult to provide the platform (also to
show the diversity of these American filmmakers in
thoughts, words, and deeds) and give them an
opportunity to speak their minds, undeterred by the
possibility that it might be misinterpreted, and
unafraid to voice their experiences and thoughts on
The State of an Industry without the vital middle
sector.

A

All too often in a society and in a
‘system’, we are afraid to speak up,
afraid to act, afraid to be different. But
‘differences’ exist and we all face
‘indifference’ at one time or other. And speaking out
about the ‘differences’ we experience and sharing
our opinions is what gives us strength. Speaking
out is not to separate but to integrate; speaking out
is not to intimidate but to enlighten; speaking out is
not weak but strong.
In 1991, my comment was that the multi-cultural
potpourri vein throughout all of our society was the
ingredient for success. Today that is even more
relevant than it was then. In the 21st century, Film
is probably the single most powerful tool available
to the world, and it needs to be used to reflect
diverse and positive images of all minorities.

A

America is a society that built its
foundations on the principle that
regardless of their diversities ‘all men are
created equal’ and all possess the
‘unassailable right…to life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness.’ But does that guarantee really apply to
all? It’s a very complex issue.
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Diversity: the state or fact of being
diverse; difference; unlikeness.

D

Different people, different backgrounds,
different tastes, trusts, and loyalties. A
right to the whole gamut of every
emotion imaginable. Until that thought is
exercised by EVERY American, some will continue
attempting to control the inevitable coming diversity
in the film sector.
Among minorities, the differences are strong, but
unifying those differences can be equally strong.
The ‘system’ needs to pay attention. The ‘power’
of the moving image is changing. It will be many
complexions. It will be a very good thing.

A

Alan Horn and Rick Sands are smart
men, with an eye on the ‘money’ and
equal footing on understanding the
changing dynamics of society. Their
formation of Ventanazul with Salma Hayek is a
masterful stroke on the part of both Salma Hayek
and MGM. Hayek is a superb actress who
received an Oscar nomination and enlightened
many to the wealth and contributions of Latino
Culture with her portrayal of Frida Kahlo, the
brilliant and determined 20th century Mexican
artist. Hayek continues to celebrate Latino
heritage with her Emmy award winning TV series
Ugly Betty. A stunning Latina beauty, Hayek’s
pride of and commitment to the Latino community
and her keen business acumen are legendary
both in Mexico, her motherland, and worldwide.
If partnerships such as the MGM/Hayek venture
Ventanazul, and others in the same vein from all
the studios, can be cultivated and allowed to
flourish, then ‘Diversity Is the New Money’ will not
become just another phrase of the past, and all
filmmakers of minority heritage – the essential
fabric of American society as a ‘whole’ – can
garner a sense of real’ hope’ as instead to the
usual rhetoric.
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AFI STUDENTS
many quotas here. We don’t care if we

Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.

have a certain number of Blacks in
our programs. We just want the best.”
I’ve been blessed with a good

Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?
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education from private school and
college. It’s not that people can’t do
things. It’s that sometimes people
don’t have the opportunity to be
exposed to learn. Then an admissions
person tells me, “We don’t care if we

Candice Cage

help shape the number of minorities

CANDICE CAGE
PRODUCER

in the industry. If they’re not gifted
then we’re not going to let them in.”
That suggests that there are people

I feel that in the industry there is

who may not have the same

definitely not nearly enough minority

opportunity as others to get there. I

representation. Not just on the screen

went to an Ivy league school, but

but also behind the camera and

some of the most creative people

speaking up in the boardrooms,

don’t always have a degree.

making

are

I feel the industry is definitely not

opportunities available on the screen.

where it needs to be. There is also the

I actually enjoy writing, but I

problem that when you see a few

specifically chose to focus my

people at the top you think things are

master’s degree at AFI on producing

okay, but that’s just not the case. It

because I believe that is where there’s

looks better but it’s not as it should be.

a big gap with minority filmmakers

One of my goals is to form a

not having the knowledge and

production company with a group of

therefore the power. I’m not only an

friends and produce not necessarily

African-American

an

films that are ‘Black stories’ but

African-American woman, so I’m

which have that representation.

doubly

are

Stories you see on screen should be

discussing is exactly the conversation

universal stories. Whether it’s Denzel

I had six years ago when my friends

or Eva Mendes playing the lead role

and I decided what we wanted to do,

shouldn’t matter. I recall watching

and how we were going to ‘take the

Out of Time and I was not bothered

industry by storm’.

that Sanaa Lathan was married to

I lived in Mississippi until my teenage

Dean Cain and Eva Mendes to Denzel

years, then in Texas. I have always

Washington. This is a story about

existed and worked in a White world,

people. It doesn’t matter what color

and I’ve gotten along well and made

the characters are. That didn’t have

my way up and been able to represent

any importance in the storytelling,

myself. I’ve never had a problem

and I question why doesn’t that

getting where I want to go, but my

happen more in the films that I see?

mother and family taught me that you

I absolutely feel that as an African

always have to make sure that when

American I should help others along.

you get there you allow opportunities

Some of us don’t, and I don’t know

for others to get where you’re going. I

where that comes from. I refer to it as

recall in the interview at USC Kathy

the ‘slave mentality’. Perhaps it’s

Fog said, “You know, we don’t have

ingrained in our genetic code and

“

sure

that

tasked.

but
What

there

also
we

people who don’t reach out to help are
perhaps not consciously aware. There
are also times when you try to help
others and you feel as though they
don’t carry themselves as they should,
so you want to protect yourself and it
can become a double-edged sword.
However, I personally feel that it’s my
individual mission help to change
that. When I have my own production
company, I will employ Blacks and I
will make sure that my movies
represent

minorities

and

not

necessarily that the stories have to be
specific to or by an ethnic group but
just that they will have that
representation on the screen. Going
back to the question of us helping
each other, earlier when we were
discussing the Jewish, Asian, and
Hispanic cultures, I wanted to
mention that in the Hispanic culture,
people will live 20 in a house until
they all get settled. I don’t think we
could live together like that. I know

“

Cannes
2 0 0 7

my family couldn’t do it. But I don’t
know where it comes from.

Candice Cage is a graduate of
Wellesley College with a BA in
English and American Studies with a
concentration in America Cinema.
She

has

also

attended

the

Professional Screenwriting program
at UCLA. Cage worked as a Project
Manager

in

the

Information

Technology sector for more than 4
years, most recently managing
projects for the second largest law
firm in the world. She has directed
and produced several plays and short
films, and in the fall of 2006 she
served as co-producer on the short
film, Cry About A Nickel shot on
location in Minneapolis, Minnesota.
Cage currently attends the American
Film Institute as a Producing fellow,
elected by her peers as their class
representative. She has produced
two AFI short films and is in preproduction on two more films.
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Christian Filippella

CHRISTIAN FILIPPELLA
DIRECTOR

talents who are in film school – like

young filmmakers to access the

how the football clubs scout for new

system.

talent – and give that talent the

Personally, I always like to make

opportunity to make their own films.

universal stories. That’s why I always

That would be one thing. Another is

try to have a multi-cultural cast. And I

that I think would it be great if the

feel that my stories should not just be

studios would set aside part of their

located in one single area or country.

budgets to make films with talent from

The stories that I write are all like that,

the film schools and take the

and my films could be shot anywhere.

opportunity to discover interesting,

I always try to be experimental, even

The industry is really different in

new filmmakers, and also new

with the language, the dialogues, and

Europe than in America. During my

experimental films. This would also

the rhythm of the film in the way I use

first months in Hollywood, I felt that

give the audience the opportunity to

the music. My films are sometimes

the system was very difficult to

choose from different films not having

anti-narrative… disconnected. I don’t

access, especially for a young

always the same product, the same

really like to be direct and straight in

filmmaker. Even if you have good

formula. When you go to the cinema

my filmmaking.

ideas and a good script, if you’re not

complex there are10 different movies

represented, if you don’t have an

but they’re all almost the same. There

agent, the system is closed and you

is no variety. If you want to watch a

can’t really enter. I feel that it’s more

good film, something totally different,

about who you know than who you

you must go to a festival. In my

are and what you do. This is my main

previous film school in Italy that

concern in America as a filmmaker. I

produced

believe that, if you have the talent,

Michelangelo Antonioni and Carlo

sooner or later you’ll make films, but

Verdone, there were only 6 directors.

I don’t know how long it will take to

When you were graduating the

do that, and I would like to make

production companies were investing

movies now while I’m young and

in the new filmmakers. A young

have good ideas. I feel that my art is

director was important for them

more original, whereas in 15 or 20

because it was an opportunity to make

directors

such

as

years I will be a different filmmaker.

‘different’ films. Today I feel that

So my biggest concern is this: how to

producers only want to invest in

access the system? I would like to

filmmakers who are going to make

think that it would be easier for people

films that the producers want. They

who graduate from schools like AFI or

don’t want younger directors who

NYU or UCLA – the top schools in

have new ideas and want to express

America – to have access to

themselves. I feel they want a director

independent productions starting with

to be someone who just ‘does it’ with

low budget films and have the

no individual thought. Instead of

freedom to express yourself and your

paying $20 million to an actor, they

style instead of working for the big

could give him $15 million and take

studios for maybe 5-10 years on one

$5 million and use it to make another

blockbuster film that doesn’t allow

film. There are seven or eight big

you to express your identity and have

studios. If each year they adopted 8

the ability to grow.

new upcoming filmmakers, there

I have two suggestions to help young

would be 8 new original films, and

filmmakers.

very

you will also discover new actors.

interesting for independent companies

That’s my feeling about the market

to try to discover the up and coming

and creating more opportunities for

It

would
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ACTOR
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Christian Filippella

was born in
Benevento, Italy. After receiving a Law Degree
he worked as an independent filmmaker in 1998
in Spain. While shooting documentaries and
studying photography, he moved to Belfast
where he shot his first short film Playing with
water, a story about the terrorism in Northern
Ireland. Playing with Water received many
awards including the Cultural Diversity Prize
for Peace for the dialogue between Catholics
and Protestants. After joining the program at
the Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia,
National Film School in Rome, he directed four
short films in 35 mm. The first, Silver Nail, was
shown at the European School Film Festival in
Helsinki, and Il rigore più lungo del Mondo was
shown at International Festivals in Cuba,
Istanbul, and Cork. At the Rome Independent
Film Festival Il rigore più lungo del Mondo was
included in a selection of only eight short films
of young directors from film schools worldwide.

“

I’ve been a professional actor for 10

years, and moved to Hollywood 2
years ago. I’m still learning the system
because

the

film

business

in

Hollywood is about understanding
how the system works. All the
knowledge I have is intellectual. I
think the answer to ‘why’ the African
American stars don’t get together and
have a collective can be illustrated
perfectly

by

Katzenberg,

the

Spielberg,

Geffen

association.

People make films with their friends.
When we look at White America for
example, we see it collectively due to
the history of race in America. But if
you actually look within that system,

In 2005, Christian Filippella received his
diploma in film directing at Centro
Sperimentale di Cinematografia, with the short
Thermae 2’40 shot on the island of Ischia. He
has worked as a first assistant director on a
number of movies and the tv series Distretto di

these people aren’t working with

Polizia. Currently Christian Filippella is
working on the only grant financed by the
American Government for one Italian
filmmaker to take a Master class in film
directing in the United States for two years, and
he choose the AFI in Los Angeles where he shot
his last short film “Chinaland”. Christian
Filippella’s awards and grants include the
Fulbright Scholarship, Philip Morris Award
(twice), and the Sergio Corbucci Prize.

for a Will Smith, Denzel Washington,

everybody – they’re working with
their friends. Perhaps the answer is
that we’re only 30 years into equal
rights and not enough time has passed
or Oprah Winfrey to have reached a
place where they can come together.
DreamWorks

is

a

unique

phenomenon, the first collaboration of
its kind since the old Hollywood
system was broken. When you begin
to look at it like that and compare us,
you realize it took 4 decades until

Continued on page 42
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SURVEY
QUESTIONS

Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.
Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
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BRIAN GAMBLE
AFI ACTOR

possibility. Just as we are broaching
questions of progress about our film

Continued from page 41

industry, similar conversations that
we don’t know about could be

even Spielberg achieved the respect
he deserved from the films he had
been making for years and was in a
position to establish Dreamworks
with this friends. So I think we put a
lot of pressure on ourselves as
African-Americans, to attain the goals
that you speak of, and I don’t agree
that we are where we were 15 years
ago. Oftentimes change happens in a
non-linear fashion. Working out is a

Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?

good example. The body grows in a
way that is not linear. You work out
and it seems that you’re not making
progress, but the body is reacting, and
at some point progress occurs at an
accelerated rate compared to where
the body was a few months before.
Artistically, the same is true about
playing an instrument. You work on a
difficult piece for 4 weeks and feel

I have to be optimistic that they are.
Grey’s Anatomy produced by Shonda
Rhimes is a good example of
characters in a television series with
no reference to color. I’m not using
that example to say ‘we’ve made it’.
We have not. But even though I may
not see change in the way I would
like to see it, I have to be optimistic
that it’s happening. I have had
discussions about race with my
Italian director/friend Christian, and
they have given me some perspective
about ‘our just being American’.
When a foreign director comes to
Los Angeles and is confronted with
trying to break into the Hollywood
system, he ends up dealing with
matters of race that he would never
even think about.

you are not making any progress.
Then you take a 2-day break and play
it much better than you did before.
Growth progress is a process that is
very difficult to quantify. It’s
something

that

happens

as

infrastructure builds. You’re thinking
about something – perhaps not
actively working on it - but things are
happening and progress is being made
even though it can’t be measured in a
quantifiable way. Let’s use the
analogy of Spike Lee, Oprah Winfrey,
and Will Smith getting together. Just
20 years ago Spike Lee made She’s
Got To Have It on a shoestring, and
Will Smith and Oprah had yet to
attain notoriety. Today all those
individuals are major powers in their
own right. I think it’s not necessarily
true that we won’t see an accelerated
progress at some point where people
such as these will come together, or
that at some time a powerful African
American infrastructure is not a
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Brian Keith Gamble

is a

passionate actor. His work to date
ranges from musicals to dramatics in
theatre, television and film. He can be
seen in the Guy Pearce vehicle First
Snow directed by writer Mark Fergus
(Children of Men), and the upcoming
remake of the Japanese thriller The Eye
starring Jessica Alba. Gamble also
recently completed three short films
(Open Sesame, Cold Sun, and Bury the
Love Axe) at the American Film Institute
(AFI) working alongside first year
fellows Christian Filipella (Director), Rob
Jones

(Director),

Candice

Cage

(Producer), and Jay Reid (Producer).
Gamble’s stage appearances are diverse
and include performances as Booker T.
Washington (Ragtime) and Assagai (A
Raisin in The Sun.).

Preston Holmes

PRESTON HOLMES
PRODUCER

“

I have been in the business for 36
years, and a lot has changed in that
course of time. In the middle of the
Blacksploitation Era it is interesting that
there were probably more films that
could be categorized as Black films
being produced then, than there are now.
I would also argue there was a wider
range, in terms of genres, dramas,
comedies, and period films. It’s pretty
clear that the kind of film featuring an
African American cast, that has the best
chance of being made, is a comedy. It is
rare to find a drama featuring an African
American cast, and that includes one of
my favorite films of last year, Akeelah
and the Bee. It was a wonderful little
film that deserved a better and wider
audience than it received despite the fact
that the cast and the crew had two of the
best-known African American actors in
the business, Lawrence Fishburne and
Angela Bassett. Behind the camera,
there have been significant changes.
More people of color are working
behind the cameras and are members of
the various unions and guilds. I think it’s
also pretty clear that no individual has
had a greater positive impact on those
numbers than Spike Lee. Many of the
people in this business who’ve gone on
to have successful careers have Spike to
thank. There is another positive change.
Steven Spielberg, over the last several
years, has made a couple of films – The
Color Purple and Amistad – that, had
they been done by a Black filmmaker,
would have been considered Black
films. Whatever one’s view of those
particular films may be, it’s interesting
that in both cases (Amistad, in
particular) the production company
made an effort to reach out to
professionals in the industry who were

Continued on page 43

C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

Cannes
2 0 0 7

S TAT E O F A N I N D U S T R Y
O
P
I
N
I
O
N
S

Continued from page 42

people of color. Ruth Carter, the costume
designer who, in large part, got her start
working with Spike Lee, received an
Academy Award nomination for her
costume design on Malcolm X and was
hired by Spielberg to do Amistad. I see
that as a very positive change, but it also
begs the question: If Ruth Carter was
good enough to do Amistad, is she not
good enough to do any number of other
films Spielberg did after Amistad? The
point is that, it points up what I think is
part of the current reality, which is that
the thought would never have crossed
his mind had he not been making a film
of that nature. The many questions that
you raise, with regard to the film
business, which is microcosm of
American society, are complex. Take for
example, Black colleges. As important
as they have been in the history of
African Americans, they are in danger of
going the way of many other African
American community institutions as a
result of integration. In the old days,
African Americans could not attend
White colleges and universities, so we
created our own system for our best and
brightest. Moorehouse University and
Spelman College are famous among
African Americans, as institutions that
nurtured and developed the best of our
young minds. After integration, the best
and the brightest didn’t automatically go
to Howard or Spelman because now we
could go to Harvard and Stanford and
UCLA and Berkely, and we do.
Entertainers such as Bill and Camille
Cosby have given millions of dollars to
Spelman College, but I think it’s
becoming more and more difficult for
these colleges to survive. The
consequence in terms of the society and
in terms of how we live and what we’re
able to do is that integration has helped
hasten the demise of many institutions
that existed for African Americans
before integration, negro leagues
baseball, our community lawyers,
doctors, insurance people, shopkeepers.
Unfortunately, on the other side of it, we
have not been fully embraced by those
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other institutions that took their place. I
am not suggesting that integration was a
bad thing, but it’s a reality of what
prevails in society as a whole and to a
large extent within the film industry. I’ll
give you an example. Many years ago, in
a conversation about how one goes about
getting a business start-up loan, a banker
– a Caucasian gentleman – told me that
every bank has its criteria for such loans.
The criteria are a starting point, but the
final decision lies with individuals who
decide whether or not to take a chance on
the individual sitting across the desk.
This particular individual said that when
he sits across the desk from someone
who reminds him of his son, his nephew
or his brother, he is more likely to give
them the benefit of the doubt than if that’s
not the case. What he did not say, but
goes without saying, is that if I’m sitting
across from him his criteria is not what
he sees. Whether I get the loan will be
entirely determined by whether or not I
hit every single mark on the checklist,
and that’s true in general in our society.
As we are discussing the various aspects
of the business, in 1971, I was in training
in a government under-funded
organization called Third World Cinema.
A program had been designed to help
train African Americans for careers in the
film business, but more specifically, and
this made the program unique at the time,
the program’s goal was membership in
the various craft unions and the
Director’s Guild, which is how I got to be
a member of the Director’s Guild.
Coming out of the late Sixties, and the
political activity of that period, there was
a lot of talk about banding together,
pooling resources and clout to build
something together, and I was certainly
one of those people. I think I realized
eventually, there are certain things you
can do on that level. There is an African
American steering committee of the
Director’s Guild. The Director’s Guild
tries to keep a consciousness about issues
that are specifically important to its
African American membership. When it
comes to the American free enterprise
system, and the movie business is a part
of that, any group—not just African

Americans—you run into difficulties
trying to operate as a collective within
the industry.

“

PRESTON HOLMES
PRODUCER

Preston Holmes’

most recent credits

include Executive Producer on the Focus
Features film Something New, starring Sanaa
Lathan and Simon Baker; Illegal Tender, written

Topper Carew

and directed by Franc Reyes and produced by

TOPPER CAREW
PRODUCER

John Singleton; and Producer of the film WAIST
DEEP, with Tyrese Gibson and Meagan Goode,
also for Focus Features. Preston Holmes has been
a producer, production manager, and assistant
director on feature films, television movies and
documentaries. His production experience runs
the gamut from studio features to lower budgeted
independent productions shot on locations
ranging from Harlem and South Central to Egypt
and Saudi Arabia.After attending Princeton
University, Preston enrolled in the prestigious
Director’s Guild East’s Assistant Director
Training Program and then was admitted to the
Guild as an Assistant Director. Moving from
commercial production to features in New York,
Preston eventually joined Spike Lee’s production
team on hits including Do The Right Thing, Mo
Betta Blues, and Jungle Fever. He has gone on to
Produce or Co-Produce films with some of today’s
most outstanding African-American: Juice with
Ernest Dickerson, Malcolm X and Crooklyn with
Spike Lee, and New Jack City, Posse and Panther
with Mario Van Peebles. In 1992 Preston
relocated to Los Angeles to head up Def Pictures
for Russell Simmons and Stan Lathan and
Polygram Pictures. At Def, Preston developed and
served as Executive Producer for the films
Gridlock’d and Def Jam’s How to be a Player. In
2000, Preston also produced the award winning
television movie Boycott, starring Jeffrey Wright
and directed by Clark Johnson for HBO Films
with which he is currently developing a film on the
life of African-American movie pioneer Oscar
Micheaux. Preston also produced the Academy
Award

nominated

documentary

Tupac

Ressurection for MTV Films and Amaru
Entertainment, which was released theatrically
in 2004.

Also in 2004, Preston produced

Sucker Free City, a movie for Showtime, and
She Hate Me, a feature film for Sony Classics,
which were both directed by Spike Lee. Also in
2004 Preston was Associate Producer on
Hustle & Flow, an independent feature
produced by John Singleton and Stephanie
Allain, shot on location in Memphis, TN.

I think the Industry is still struggling
with the issue of diversity. It’s
improved slightly in front of the
camera, but there is still a tremendous
amount of work to be done both in
front of and behind the camera. I don’t
think there has been a tremendous
improvement since the early nineties.
Since 2003, when I formed Urban
Neo, my production company, I’ve
been raising money on an independent
basis and making my own
opportunities by raising finance from
family and friends so I can direct
small films that are important to me.
Speaking from my experience, I have
always brought others along and I do
think it’s incumbent for those of us
who get through the door, to bring
other people through the door.
There is plenty of material that could
be sourced from the African American
community, but there aren’t enough
executives or gatekeepers working in
decision-making positions willing to
make decisions on those stories about
everyday people. One of the real
diversity issues is the fact that there
aren’t a tremendous number of
African American Agents. There is a
small number, a paucity, of African
American decision-makers at both the
television networks and at the studios.
Diversity is good business and it
would seem to me that, while we’re
talking about increasing the ranks of
the people in front of and behind the
camera, we should also be talking
about increasing the ranks in the
numbers of African Americans in the
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SURVEY
QUESTIONS
Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.
Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?
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Continued on page 43

agencies and the number of African
Americans working in the studios and
networks who have decision-making
power and the ability to green light
those projects.
I think that while we have to
encourage the mainstream industry to
diversify its ranks in front of and
behind the camera and in its executive
suites, we also have to encourage
African American independents. With
the digital age, it becomes more and
more possible to make affordable
films. In traveling around the country
with my new films, I have discovered
a large growing community of young
filmmakers who are making
independent projects and getting them
distributed. For the first time, African
American film promoters with 50 &
60, 150 & 400 seat venues are
projecting films digitally, so that
audiences can see these films. These
independent promoters are similar to
the promoters who existed in the early
days of hip-hop and rap. There is a
bubbling underground community
that’s beginning to build out there. It
doesn’t have economic legs as yet, but
it’s spawning a generation of
filmmakers with an independent point
of view, who are beginning to make
small films about everyday people.
For example, I have a cousin in the
film business in Detroit and the
company managed to sell ten
thousand DVDs of an independent
film that they made in Detroit! We’re
going to see more and more
filmmakers who have the filmmaking
ambition and who, when they realize
that the doors of Hollywood aren’t
easy to open, will build a sector, and
pretty soon it will have its legs. I think
there is a burgeoning, independent
community of African American
filmmaking coming from the urban
underground with an array of films
and expressions that are particularly
independent. This does not let the

mainstream industry off the hook in
terms of what it must do to diversify.
In terms of content, some if it is very,
very good. Just like anything else, a lot
of it is horrendous. For every hundred
films we’ll find five good ones, and
that’s a lot. I think it’s a process. Some
filmmakers will get better; some
filmmakers will get really good; a lot
will fall away just like the record
industry. If you look at the record
business, for example, only five
percent of the records that are
produced every year sell more than
five thousand units. So I think it’s the
same kind of process. We have to sift
through the junk in order to get to the
good stuff. The African American
community has become increasingly
discerning and the taste constantly
rises, so the bad filmmakers are only
going to get away with junk for so
long before they just get brushed
aside.
I don’t think America is colorblind. I
think, culturally, there is a great
acceptance of sports figures, of
entertainers, of music, but socially,
American still has a number of
barriers that it must face. What I feel
very strongly as an American is that a
presentation of true diversity to the
world is probably the best kind of
diplomacy that America could ever
hope for. It proclaims its diversity as
an aspect of its democracy, but in
order for people around the world to
accept that ‘proclamation’ it must be
realized. One of the quickest ways is
through filmed entertainment. In that
way our country can live its truth for
every American. It has to project a
true story of not just its potential, but
of what it should be, and I think that
filmmaking and the films that are
presented around the world have to
be honest depictions of the day-today life experience of every
American. America really has to start
living its own constitution and its
philosophy. It has to step up to that
plate. What’s so ironic is that
Hollywood professes to be a very
liberal place, but there are extreme

social and ethnic barriers in Los
Angeles. There is a lack of diversity
in the decision-making apparatus of
the Hollywood Industry, which is
reflected in the films and that must
change. Hollywood is as important a
part of America stepping up to its
philosophy, its principles, and its
potential as anything else.
Topper Carew currently has three
projects in various stages of
production and distribution: We
Don’t Die, We Multiply: The Robin
Harris Story is based on the
legendary urban comic Robin Harris
who died at the age of thirty-six.
Harris, along with Richard Pryor, is
considered one of the two greatest
standup comics in the urban comic
fraternity. The film has enjoyed
screenings at several film festivals,
with some limited theatrical
screenings around the US. It’s
currently available in DVD. The Fine
Art of Frying Chicken centers around
Carew’s 91-year-old friend Maurice
Prince, who owned the Los Angeles
restaurant Snack N’ Shack. Arriving
in Los Angeles at the age of 19,
Maurice has fried her way into
notoriety. The feature length film is
doing the Festival circuit and recently
won an award. In post production is
Face Dance, a mockumentary; in preproduction is the comedy The Black
Jew Dialogue.
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Topper Carew, producer, director, and
founder of Urban Neo, was born and raised in
Boston. After attending Howard, Yale, and
MIT, he started his film and television career.
He has received over fifty awards for his
graphic design, film, and television work. His
television projects have aired in prime time on
ABC, NBC, Showtime, HBO, PBS, and Fox.
His theatrical films have been distributed by
Universal and New Line. His prime time
series, MARTIN, made it to syndication. His
partner in life is Cornelia Carew who has an
illustrious career in education and fund
development.
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KIM OGLETREE
PRODUCER

“

My view of the industry is that at
the moment we are going through a
transitional time, with the advent of
the Internet, and the manner in
which it will change the distribution
paradigm for independents. Looking
at the present, there are many
dimensions to being producers and
filmmakers, between the two routes:
studio or independent. At present, if
a film is not animated, if it’s not
relative to children, the movie
bombs. However the independent
sector is strong with stories people
can relate to. I think the shoot-themup bang-bang movies of yesteryear
are gone. We now have a War of the
Worlds. With the visual technology
and the Internet, children aged four
and five are playing with Play
Stations and IBoxes. All filmmakers
have to up the ante. In the studio
system every executive has to put a
personal handprint on a project, and
if as an executive you don’t do that,
you’re not pulling your weight, and
if you’re not pulling your weight,
you lose your job. I believe it’s a
time for the independents again and
we need to step back to similar
thought provoking films like
Shakespeare in Love.
There are many opportunities open
to me as an independent filmmaker
in this present environment. I think
the system is changing. Since the
real estate market toppled, there are
people looking for areas to put their
money in, and film is one. With
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Kim Ogletree

independent financing, I can tell the
stories that I feel need to be told.
Personally, the biases of society do
not play into me as a filmmaker,
because I don’t care what others
think. I march to my own drumbeat.
I might not be where some of the
figureheads are today because I can’t
and don’t play the game. I want to go
home and sleep at night. I want to be
able to say, “I’m making a good
movie.” It might not be a great
movie, but I’m making a movie that
has values, that is important to me as
a producer.
I strongly believe that it is absolutely
a responsibility to bring others
along. If you take one, there will be
another one, and hopefully another
two, and another three, and another
four. But in order to take that one,
that one has to be equipped to do the
job. You have to be qualified. You
have to have the stamina, the drive,
and the initiative to make it in this
game. It’s not easy, not by far being
an African American woman, a
woman in general. Black male,
White male, it doesn’t matter. It’s
not easy. If it were so easy to make a
movie, everybody would be making
a movie! Of course the whole
paradigm of making movies and
putting them on the Internet will
change much of the industry in the
not too distant future.
Karat Films LLC, Kim Ogletree’s
production company is currently
securing funding for its feature film,
Fyre Lake. Ogletree also continues
to produce music videos for various
established and up & coming artists,
and is producing the documentary
series The Rap Life which focuses
on up & coming artists’ day to day
activities as well as the business of
making music.

Kimberly Ogletree is a native of
Capitol Heights, Maryland and a
graduate of Howard University, where
she earned a B.A. from the School of
Communications.
Ogletree
has
produced scores of music videos,
television shows, and movies for
several different companies. Tree
Productions was launched with the
support of Def Jam Records and MCA,
producing music videos for acts like
Kid n’ Play, Big Mac and Guy. During
her four years with Classic Concept
Productions,
she
produced
approximately 150 music videos,
working with director, Lionel C.
Martin. In the early 90’s, Classic
Concept monopolized the R&B video
market and Ogletree produced videos
for everyone from Boyz II Men and R.
Kelly to Stevie Wonder.
Karat Enterprises, was launched in
1994, where she produced more music
videos. Ogletree later joined the Black
Entertainment Television family as
Supervising Producer for Development
and Special Projects where she
produced several syndicated television
shows, hosted by musical talents
Queen Latifah and LL Cool J, as well
as producing special live events such
as, BET’s 15th Anniversary and The
Walk of Fame featuring artists like
Michael Jackson, Whitney Houston
and Babyface. In the winter of 1996,
Ogletree took a hiatus from the
network and produced her first
independent feature film The Small
Hours. Returning to BET, in the
summer of 1996, she produced the
Grand Opening of the BET Soundstage
Club in Orlando, a groundbreaking
event for the Network. Later that year
she produced BET’s slate of ten made
for cable movies, for which she was
also the Music Supervisor.
Ogletree produced the MTV original
movie, Love Song, shot in Montreal
and directed by Julie Dash, starring
Arista recording artist, Monica.
Ogletree has worked on various films
as Co-Producer and Producer
including the independent feature film
Hair Show starring Monique and
Kelita Smith, and Playas Ball starring
Allen Payne, Elise Neal and Treach.

Karolyn Ali

KAROLYN ALI
PRODUCER

“

It’s a fabulous industry, but it’s
based on making money, plain and
simple. There is a close-knit
community, a brotherhood, and when
it comes to making films it’s all about
the story and who you know. If you
have the story and want to go the
studio route, it’s labor intensive. Even
if you have the best idea possible, or
the most unique idea, you’ll often be
told, “Oh, we’ve got something
similar to that already,” and it’s
dismissed without full consideration.
For our company, we normally go the
independent route. With that comes
the problem of finding the funds, and
that cycle and system have changed
over the years. It’s very difficult to
have
a
private
placement
memorandum
fulfilled
with
individuals.
Currently, it’s the hedge fund and
bond opportunities, but you have to
go through a lot of hoops and it’s
somewhat intimidating because
there’s so much at stake, and it’s such
an unknown and unfamiliar way. I
have great counsel in Bobbitt and
Roberts, an African American Law
firm based here in Los Angeles.
They’re very savvy about the music
industry and the film industry and
film financing. Leroy Bobbitt comes
from years of legal work with
filmmakers. They’re my mentors in
my efforts to raise financing for the
projects I want to make.

Continued on page 46
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SURVEY
QUESTIONS

Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.
Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?
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KAROLYN ALI
PRODUCER

Continued from page 45

I have a passion for good art. We have
a lot of very talented filmmakers,
producers, craftsmen, and artisans all
around the world. Hollywood for
some reason doesn’t really want to see
our stories. They will take the essence
of our story and make it their own. The
breakouts like Tyler Perry and others
are welcome, but I think Hollywood
still likes to have us laugh at ourselves.
Buffoonery, to them, is more
commercial than a heartfelt human
interest story about competent,
capable, regular people. It’s very hard
to get through any of the doors unless
you’re well connected, and the very
well connected among us are
relatively few.
I know all of us want to be able to have
the connection and be proud to mentor
other individuals coming up, but it’s
difficult when you can’t get in the door
yourself and have consistency. Spike
Lee has been a champion in mentoring
others. He has the good fortune to be
his own man, and he has a great body
of work. But he had to fight, tooth and
nail, every step of the way to be his
own man, to make the kinds of films
that he wanted to make, even if they
weren’t the stories that were
considered generally commercial. In
my experience, as a pioneer in the
music video genre, I’m very proud of
a lot of people I was able to mentor in
front of the camera and behind the
camera. Some have gone on to be
great feature film producers and DP’s,
both black and white. So when we
can, we do. However, when you
choose to step into the vast arena of
filmmaking on the commercial side in
association with the studios, your
vision is never your own.
At present, Ali is developing two
feature films: Live 2 Tell written by
Tupac Shakur and Gringo Pass written

by Peter Allen. She also serves as
Program Director for the Turks &
Caicos International Film Festival that
takes place October 16th to 21st.
www.turksandcaicosfilmfestival.com.

Karolyn Ali

(2005 Academy Award

Nominee - “Tupac: Resurrection”) has been in
the world of film/video production since 1984
and produced a slate of projects with directors
Peter Allen and Bill Parker. As Renge Films,
Inc., the team became a powerhouse in the
music video and commercial industry and later
formed Ali/Parker Pictures. To date, Ali has
produced over 200 music videos, including
Stevie Wonder's American Music Awardwinning song and video, Part-Time Lover, and
Lakeside's "Outrageous," which won a CEBA
award. She also produced the widely
syndicated television special Sultans of Soul
hosted by Tim Reid. Her clients range from
Sinbad, Steele Pulse and Ziggy Marley to
Dionne Warwick and Burt Bacharach. Ali
produced her first feature film in 1994 entitled,
"KLA$H". Starring Jasmine Guy and
Giancarlo Esposito, the independent musicdriven thriller was shot on location in
Kingston, Jamaica. She went on to produce
additional scenes in Los Angeles for
cinematographer Jack Green's directorial
debut Traveller, starring Bill Paxton, Julianna
Margulies and Mark Wahlberg. Ali served as a
producer of independent film, television and
literary projects for Tupac Shakur's company
Amaru Entertainment, Inc. where she produced
the MTV Films/Amaru Entertainment, Inc.
Academy

Award

Resurrection”

Nominated

released

by

“Tupac:
Paramount

Pictures. Ali also edited the companion book
Tupac Resurrection 1971–1996 for MTV
Books/Atria Books, distributed by Simon &

JEFF BYRD
DIRECTOR

“

I think the state of the Industry,
especially on the African American
side, is one of complacency. Some
people are fine where they are and
they don’t want to ruffle any feathers
or rock the boat. They just want to
keep making the projects they have
been making, which is fine. Spike
Lee and his internship program have
shown us what we should be doing
from the standpoint of each helping
each other along. But sadly, it’s not
what we are doing as a normal
practice. I think there should still be
that one-to-one philosophy. That’s
not to say no one is doing it, but
definitely, across the board it should
be enhanced. The industry has
grown some and there are a lot of
filmmakers coming up who, if you
give them one, two, three million
dollars and they have the blessing of
an A-list African American Director
behind it, can make films that will
make money. If they have
credentials from UCLA, USC, or are
NYU Film School Graduates, have a
thesis film, or a good short film
that’s won some awards and has
been shown on the film festival
circuit, by all means fund a project
of theirs and let them show us what
can be accomplished. That is what I
am trying to do now: hatch some of
the younger filmmakers who are
coming up, which is what the
industry needs to do, especially from
the African American side.

Continued on page 47
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Coach Carter - Directed by Thomas Carter
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It’s definitely hard in the business.
Overall, the white counterparts also
have their own struggles and
tribulations, but I think we have it
two and three fold. The Film
Industry was not begun by us, but
that does not mean it’s prejudiced to
any one of color. It’s just very
fraternal. It’s fraternity driven and
you have to kick and scratch and
claw to get in there, which is what I
love about the film business. It
weeds out the people who aren’t
prepared to handle the commitment
it takes. I also think it should
definitely give more recognition to
those who are working hard to stay
in the game. Personally, coming
from working for Spike Lee as an
intern to a film for New Line and
Showtime working with John Voight
and Lou Gossett, it’s a little more of
a struggle than I thought it would be
at this point. But, it has made me
look at and empower myself more, to
produce my own projects, put my
own money where my mouth is,
mortgage my house to produce the
projects I believe in my heart. And
that’s what every filmmaker has to
do, whether white, black or blue.
Francis Ford Coppola mortaged his
house to keep Apocalypse Now
going. So, if you love what you do,
we as African Americans have to
believe in ourselves more. At the
Oscars we saw George Lucas,
Steven Spielberg, and Francis Ford
Coppola present the Best Director
Award to Martin Scorsese. What that
says to me is those guys are moguls
now, but they all started from meager
means, making films on a dime, with
George Lucas having a flop and
Francis Ford Coppola executive
producing his next movie, so that he
could get it off the ground. That’s the
representation of what African
American filmmakers should do too.
Just because someone has a flop and
a filmmaker’s film didn’t do so well,
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doesn’t mean you toss him to the
side. In the industry we have gotten
to the point where, if the film didn’t
hit that first weekend, then boom—
we toss that person, and that, to me,
is ridiculous.
At present, if we look at African
American Films, there are a few
people at the top, and very bad films
at the bottom. I think there needs to
be
more
black
distribution
companies like Jeff Clanagan’s Code
Black and Jeff Friday’s company
Film Life, but the filmmakers need
to get behind them and work with
them. At the moment, everybody
wants a Warner Brothers or Sony,
Paramount, or Disney to log onto
their films. We have to patronize the
African American distributors that
are going to give us the opportunity
to make the films that we want to
make and not just the films that
mainstream society thinks the
audience wants to see because many
times the “suits” in the offices,
whether white or black, are
disconnected. They don’t know what
the people out in the street want to
see.

of Black Greek fraternities and sororities,
which he co-wrote with writing partner
Eric George. From there, Byrd went on to
write, produce, and direct his first feature
film Book of Love…The Definitive Reason
Men Are Dogs. Co-written with Eric K.
George, the film screened at the Slam
Dance Film Festival and was acquired by
BET Pictures and Artisan Entertainment
for distribution in 2000.
After Book of Love, Byrd directed the
Showtime Network’s original film
Seventeen Again and his second
independent film Turnaround. Jeff ‘s third
feature film, Jasper, Texas, stars Academy
Award Winners Lou Gossett Jr. and Jon
Voight. The film debuted on Showtime in
June 2003, the 5th anniversary of the
killing, and was nominated for a 2004
NAACP Image Award. King’s Ransom was
his fourth feature for New Line Cinema.
Jeff is currently repped by International
Creative Management (ICM

“

JEFF BYRD
DIRECTOR

Jeff Byrd is native of Brooklyn, and a
protégé of Spike Lee. Byrd started his film
career working on several of Lee’s films
including Mo’ Better Blues, Malcolm X,
and Jungle Fever. Spike loaned Byrd the
equipment to make his first music video.
Byrd has emerged on the directing scene
in Hollywood over the last 15 years and
has directed well over one hundred music
videos. He directed “Nastradamus”, the
first ever 3D Hip Hop music video, which
has the distinction of being in the
Guinness Book of World Records for the
first use of the 3D medium in Hip Hop.
Byrd got his initial theatrical break when
he wrote and directed his award winning
short film Breakdown, which won the first
place prize at the Acapulco Black Film
Festival, and Byrd came to the attention of
television and film executives. Byrd scored
a development deal with HBO that
delivered two scripts: the autobiography
of author James Baldwin written by Byrd
and Invictus, and a drama set in the world

J August Richards

J AUGUST RICHARDS
ACTOR/DIRECTOR

“

I got into this business knowing
that it would be difficult, but I would
say that it’s probably two to three
times more difficult than I ever
assumed or even imagined it would
be. As an actor, I’m feeling
frustration because I am rarely given
the opportunity to demonstrate
characters that I feel employ and
stretch my specific sensibility and
abilities where I would get to use
every element and facet of my
persona. I’ve been lucky with the
series that I’ve done, because over
time you get to play a lot of different
things. Often I see I see White
character roles and think, “God, I
would love to play that part. I would
love to be in that movie.” That’s

Cannes
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what inspired me to direct. I’m a
firm believer that the story is the star.
I don’t care who is in the movie. I
wanted to make a movie with a
Black lead, but with a story that
would be interesting to anybody and
everybody. I think, in Hollywood,
producers and directors don’t know
how to use race, ethnicity, and
culture to their advantage, and I
wanted to cast using race to my
advantage. By using everyone’s
prejudices, against the audience in a
sense, it’s constantly a guessing
game. I wanted to make a movie
with a Black cast or with Black
people in interesting roles in a story
that’s
both
interesting
and
compelling to the audience.
I absolutely do think it’s important
for us all to keep our eye out for and
help other people who are talented
and working hard. There are a lot of
people who are doing that, but there
are also a lot who might not be.
You just reminded me of a
conversation I want to share with
you. My dear friend Eric Browford,
an actor I just completed a series
with, made a statement to me that
was a concept I had never heard from
or among my Black colleagues. He
said, “J, we have to start throwing
the power to each other,” and I said,
“What do you mean by that?” He
replied, “Sometimes I have to give
you an opportunity and not expect
anything from it and let you rise.
Then you have to turn around and do
the same thing to me.” Eric is
Caucasian, and I had never thought
of that concept before. Then I started
thinking about how to employ that
with my Black friends. I have Black
friends who are poised to do great,
and if for one second we all turned
and gave the power to one person,
that person could rise. Then we
would have to trust that person
would turn back around and do the
same.
Unfortunately,
there
is
an
unconscious, psychological reality in
Hollywood by which everyone feels
that there can only be one Black
person. If you look at most series,

Continued on page 48
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SURVEY
QUESTIONS

Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.
Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?
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J AUGUST RICHARDS
ACTOR/DIRECTOR

Continued from page 47

there’s only one regular Black
person, or one Black person on the
writing staff. So we have this
unconscious thing of: “Well, since
we both can’t do it, it’s going to be
me, and I’m going to cut your throat
so that it can be me.” It’s horrible,
but that’s four hundred years of
history that we’re trying to break. I
believe we’re unconsciously fed this
concept – that there can only be one
– and it becomes unnecessarily
competitive in an industry that’s
already so very competitive. There’s
an adage that the best people – the
most determined, the most
passionate – will always rise. In
Hollywood, I don’t believe that to be
true. That’s what makes it a major
psychological conundrum for those
of us working in this business
because we see people all the time
who are brilliant, amazing,
incredible, and they never get a shot.
That’s especially true for Black
female actresses. I know Black
actresses on a par with Annette
Bening who don’t get work. So we
don’t have that idea that the best
person will always win, because the
best person doesn’t always win.
There are those who are reaching
back and helping others up the
ladder to address the situation such
as George Tillman’s company, State
Street, and Poppy Hanks, the
development executive. From what I
understand, she is very willing to
take meetings with people and reach
out. I think there may people
working behind the scenes that we
don’t know of. I also think there are
a lot of well-meaning Black people
highly placed in this industry.
I find myself in the historic pattern
of an actor. I’m a young Black guy. I
move out to L.A. to become an
actor. I start getting work and some
good jobs and then I realize, I am not

getting roles that stretch my ability.
So what do I do? I find the finance,
write, and direct my own movie.
Then I am in the situation of having
made my own movie. Now what do
I do? Maybe I get a job to do another
one, but this is the slowness of the
machine and this is what the
machine would have us do. Maybe
somebody needs to throw a hammer
and break the machine. Actually,
that part of the machinery will soon
be broken by the new forms of
digital distribution. I ask myself
where are our Pedro Almodovars?
We also don’t have any art films. I
love art films, and I see them all the
time. Over the last 15 years, apart
from Spike Lee, we have not really
developed a director with a
following. We also need to develop a
‘middle class’ of films. Those are the
films I want to make.
Richards recently marked his
directorial debut with the short film,
Privacy Policy, a suspense thriller.
Screenings for the “short” began in
late 2006 and continue through 2007
participating in national and
international film festivals.

“
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began to earn recognition. Richards
was introduced to fans of Angel during
the series' first season as the rogue,
street-savvy vampire hunter Charles
Gunn. In season five, his character
was transformed into a "take-noprisoners" lawyer at the evil law firm
Wolfram and Hart. He returned to the
"letter of the law" in the NBC drama,
Conviction, produced by Dick Wolf,
and was lauded for his portrayal of
Billy Desmond, an ambitious and
brilliant assistant district attorney on a
winning streak. The New York Daily
Times called his performance
"deserving of leading man status.”
Richards has appeared in the feature
films Why Do Fools Fall in Love? and
Good Burger. He also starred in the
television movies Critical Assembly,
The Temptations, and Mutiny.
Richards also guest-starred on The
Practice, Chicago Hope, The Cosby
Show and Any Day Now. He won
critical notices in Kenneth Lonergan's
Lobby Hero at the prestigious Old
Globe Theatre.

J.August Richards was born in
Washington, D.C., and raised in the
Maryland suburb of Bladensburg,
Richards discovered his love for acting
at an early age and enrolled in a
performing arts high school where he
appeared in several plays a year.
Academically
confident
and
determined to move out to Los Angeles
to pursue his acting aspirations,
Richards applied to only one college the University of Southern California
(USC). Not only was he accepted, he
also won numerous scholarships and
grants to study theater. Upon
graduation from USC, Richards began
working steadily in film, television and
theater. Playing a rapping bike
messenger who believes he is an alien
abductee in the Mark Taper Forum's
(Los Angeles) production of Space, he

Ted Lange

TED LANGE
DIRECTOR

“

Since we last spoke, I have been
directing television. What has
happened is that all of the Black
sitcoms were moved to UPN, which
was United Paramount Network. A
year or so ago, they sold that and
merged it with Warner Brothers, which
is now the new CW. But when they
did that, the shows evaporated and it
cut out a lot of work for Black
directors. The industry is taking a turn,
and much of it is not beneficial for

Continued on page 49
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TED LANGE
DIRECTOR

Continued from page 48
Black directors. You have to become
inventive in the ways of getting your
films produced. Sinclair Borne does a
lot of documentaries, and he has an
organization
for
documentary
filmmakers where they pool their
talents and help each other.
When you need certain things, you
know you can go to Sinclair and he
will share the information. He's a
very generous filmmaker. Not
everybody's like Sinclair, though,
particularly the guys who are now in
the mainstream. They fought to get
there and now they're in and I
understand – but don't necessarily
condone – their reluctance to share
information sometimes. I agree that if
you share the information, you can
grow an industry, but this is a
different generation. They grew up
under a different a situation. In the
60's, when I was coming up, it was
about networking and sharing. I grew
up in the 60's in the Bay Area, San
Francisco. You couldn't be more
politically charged than that. As a kid,
18 years old, growing up in Oakland,
and Berkeley, and San Francisco, it
was all about helping each other and
raising the art form. I'll never forget
when Spike Lee castigated Eddie
Murphy in print. That was a shock to
me, because we never took other
black performers to task, even if we
didn't like what they did or disagreed
with it, because we understood the
system. So that's a different
generation. Now, we've gone a couple
of generations past people like Spike
Lee, and Eddie Murphy. We have a
young crop of guys such as F. Gary
Gray, Tim Story, and Antoine Fuqua.
These guys are doing crossover
movies. They are not even doing
Black films for the most part. What is
so interesting is someone like Tyler
Perry who is wonderful. He doesn't
fall under the category of what the
entertainment industry considers
filmmakers to be, except that he
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makes money. The bottom line is that
Tyler Perry has an audience and he
writes to that audience and they
support him, they come out to see
him. They come out to see his plays,
which is how he got to be in the
position to become the filmmaker that
he is. I'm all for that. It's not the
stories I want to tell, but he has a right
to tell the stories that he wants to tell.
He now owns his own studio in
Atlanta and has earned the respect of
the industry, whether they get it or
not. I think, for a large part, they don't
get it, they don't get him, but they do
understand the numbers that he brings
in. But Perry is an anomaly. I went to
a conference where a guy from
Lionsgate said, “We’re looking for
Black films because we have Tyler
Perry AND we're very excited about
Tyler Perry.” The next day, I called
him and said, “Hey, I got some Black
comedies. They're not like Tyler's, but
I think they're very funny, and they've
worked as plays.” “Not interested,”
he said. This is a tap dance the
industry does when they're confronted
with success, and they have to deal
with the reality of other filmmakers
wanting to come through the door. It's
fascinating even though it's smoke
and mirrors. You understand that
going in. You just hope that behind

inexpensively, because they have a lot
of hours to fill.
As an artist you can’t be stagnant, so
In between trying to direct television
or get one of my films produced I do
theatre. I have a screenplay of the
play I've just done, George
Washington's Boy, and GEM
Entertainment wants to produce, raise
the money, and put it all together. I am
optimistic that they can pull it off. The
way I see it from my experiences
working in Hollywood, attending the
mixers, doing the ‘lets do lunch’ thing,
the question of ‘what subject matter’
is subjective. Everyone is different
and that is reflected in the difference,
for example, between Tyler and
myself, in the kind of comedies we
want to write, and do write, and who
we see as our audience. Not having
access to the system happens, in part,

Cannes
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because most people in positions of
power grow up without diversity. The
only way the situation for minority
filmmakers is going to change –
because self-regulating is not working
– is if it becomes mandatory. How do
you make that mandatory?
The network could do it starting
tomorrow by saying there is a pool of
talented directors out there and we
want to see more diversity in the
stories, like Grey’s Anatomy or
Heroes, in front and behind the
Alternatively,
the
cameras.
government could mandate the
networks, and then the networks
would mandate the producers. The
only way it's really going to change is
if it is mandatory. It's like having to
take your castor oil so you won’t get
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sick. You know it's medicine, and it's
going to make you well.

one of the doors you knock on,
someone will be truthful and real.
Consequently there's a lot of door
knocking. At the Pan African Film
Festival, you can see a lot of Black
films. There are filmmakers out there,
but being a part of the mainstream
industry is not gonna happen. It's as if
the industry has so many spots and
when the spots are filled, they’re
filled, unless you're an anomaly, like
Tyler Perry. Tyler, like Melvin years
ago, was an ‘accident’. The industry
didn't embrace those filmmakers until
they saw what they had done. Reggie
Hudlin is over at BET and is a light in
the tunnel for Black filmmakers.
Right now BET is looking for
television projects that they can make

The ensemble cast of Ted Lange’s play George Washington's Boy
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every time. Personally, I believe in

Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.

unity, mentoring and networking. I
feel that I have been very blessed and
that I should always support others
when I am in a position to do so or the
opportunity presents itself. One must
stay focused a plan and move forward
no matter what obstacles arise or how
long it takes to materialize. You can't
be a quitter in this business and

Mattie Caruthers

MATTIE CARUTHERS
DIRECTOR

“

“

Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?

succeed.

Mattie Caruthers’

long career

studios have become so corporate that

Director at all the major film studios. She

it is fueling the growth of the

recently directed My Wife and Kids for Disney

independent film industry, which

Studios/Touchstone/ABC Studios and has

presents many new opportunities for

written and directed a completed pilot My

producers, directors, writers, & actors

Sisters and Me for a television series to be

across the board, and independent

made by her own production company

Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.

filmmakers are seeing success. The

Caruthers & Co., which is currently doing the

opportunity is there to direct films

rounds of finding funding.

Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?

still have to find a way to make
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to the top to consciously pave a way
so that others may follow, but only
because it is the Hollywood way. We
do it, but not enough, and for the first
time I believe we are in a position to
help each other. I have found that the
doors are always open to people who
have talent and drive. The trick is
getting people to believe that you can
make them money and enhance their
careers. There are lots of scripts put
good ones, but you have to find them.

embraces Script Surpervisor and Associate

Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?

African Americans who have made it

out there and consequently many

The industry is changing. The

Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?

standards. Yes, it is incumbent on the

As a writer/director I have to look no
further than my computer. I'd like to
see more stories about the current
blending of the cultures in this
country. Personally, I don't care if the
audience or the filmmakers see color.
I just don't want anyone to be

“
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downgraded or pigeonholed because
of it.

Gary Hardwick

is a film director,

with a broad appeal for a worldwide

screenwriter and novelist. He attended the

audience, but making it a reality is the

University of Michigan in Ann Arbor where he

challenge. There are more production

majored in English, and became the youngest

companies now, but I would love to

student to be admitted into the schools prestigious

see

by African-

graduate creative writing program. Upon

Americans who are willing to take the

graduation, Gary attended Wayne State Law School

chance in this very tough business.

in Detroit where he served as the school's first Black

There are opportunities beyond

President. Hardwick was selected as a Walt Disney

more

starting

started

your

own

Writing Fellow, and came to California to start his

production

Hollywood career. Hardwick worked in television

company, but whatever the situation a
great

deal

of

maneuvering,

networking and relationship building
is required. The bottom line is you
people stand up and take notice. There

Gary Hardwick

GARY HARDWICK
DIRECTOR

is a lot of material for films. I would

before writing his first novel The Cold Medina
followed by Double Dead, Supreme Justice, and
Color Of Justice. He turned his talents to
screenwriting, and his first produced screenplay
Trippin'

was

released

by

Beacon

Communications. He followed that with his
directorial debut The Brothers, produced by Sony

like to see more positive African-

The industry is in a state of creative

in 2001. Deliver Us From Eva starring Gabrielle

American images because there are

and business flux. Technology is

Union and LL Cool J, his second film, was

hundreds of stories out there just

changing the way people consume

released in 2003. Both The Brothers and

waiting to be told. In my opinion I

entertainment, and the business is

Deliver Us From Eva hit the #1 spot in

think people see color, but I don't

trying to keep up. There is some

DVD sales. Hardwick has completed his

think it matters nearly as much as it

opportunity for African Americans

sixth novel, The Executioner’s Game for

used to. If the movie is well produced,

but not enough. The studios are not

directed, written, and has a great cast,

trying to tailor product to the ideals

your audience will be enthralled with

and standards of the world. They want

the story and stay glued to their seats

the

world

to

adopt American

Harper Collins, and it has been purchased
by Sony Pictures for Neal Moritz’s
Original Films. In April 2007 Hardwick
completed principal photography on
Universal Remote.
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NANDI BOWE
PRODUCER

“

I feel quite optimistic about the state
of the industry. When I look around, I
see brown faces on film sets that I
don’t recognize, I meet filmmakers
who are making a good livings in the
film industry because of their roots in
music videos, and I see more up and
coming directors with varied visions.
Even on movie sets with non-Black
themes, now and then, there is an
African American face. For a moment,
all seems possible. However, a look at
the statistics demonstrates that the
number of African American Male
Directors is minimal in both television
and film and African American
women directors are almost nonexistent. Only a few Black actors and
only one or two Black actresses have
the power to green light a film. The
numbers are a harsh reality check; we
have a long way to go.
It is my goal to make films with
universal themes. I believe that there
is a market for good films with a
different face, but the challenge is
getting them made and distributed. It
is hard for the studios and financiers to
take a chance when they already have
a recipe that seems to work.
With regard to the question: is
incumbent on the African Americans
who have made it to the top to
consciously pave a way so that others
may follow? I try not to imagine that I
do not have the right to dictate to
others what they should do. Anyone
who makes it in Hollywood makes it
on the backs of those who have come
before. Anyone, black, white, yellow,
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ADISA KHEPHRA
DIRECTOR/PRODUCER

or brown who has made it has made it
in spite of daunting odds against them
through hard work, luck and good
timing. Any African American who
has been given a chance or is
successful is there because of the
African Americans before him who
have been exceptional, tireless, more
experienced than the job called for,
and patient beyond belief. For me
personally, it is my responsibility to
make the road easier for the next
generation. I care particularly for
African Americans who are coming
up because I know how hard and long
their road is. I know that trust funds,
working cars, film school, a year
abroad, and second chances may not
be their lot or in their past. For those
reasons and others, I try to be
generous with my knowledge and
support for prospective filmmakers in
all walks of life and especially those
who are members of minorities and
may need an extra boost. I am inspired
by their energy. I myself heard “No”
too many times. And I am reminded of
what I so dearly love about this
industry: the dream that anyone with
enough hope, talent and passion can
tell stories that uplift and entertain,
and create the magic.
Whether we like it or not the world
sees color. Latinos see color when
they are mistaken for the nanny of
their pale child. Chinese people see it
when they are given a Japanese
nickname in school. White people see
it when they imagine that a black or
brown person is taking their jobs.
Black people see it when they walk
into a fancy store and the salespeople
start hovering to make sure they aren’t
stealing. As an artist and a filmmaker,
I feel obliged to write stories that are
about the life I know and love. If I
don’t do it, I can’t moan about the fact
that there are not enough moving and
entertaining stories about black life. I
want to make films that are moving,
funny, touching and inspiring, and my
color and the color of my characters is
not a hindrance, merely a fact. For me,

the goal is to see it and not make
subconscious conclusions that are
degrading and ignorant. I would like
people to chose films and find
universality in stories about and by
people of color and judge them as
good or bad for their merit. That
doesn’t seem unreasonable.
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Nandi Bowe

currently has 2 scripts

written with Alfre Woodard for which she is
seeking funding. Bowe is developing a script
for television and is also developing the
romantic comedy Making Mavis, inspired by
the short film Statistically Speaking written,
directed and produced by Bowe. Statistically
Speaking starred Alfre Woodard and Garry
Marshall,

premiered

nationally

at

Slamdance, and aired on Showtime and BET
Movies/STARZ! It toured in a national
festival hosted by HBO and was featured in
a

number

of

other

national

and

international festivals including Paris,
Amsterdam, Burkina Faso, and Acapulco,
and won first place Comedy from the Black
Filmmakers Hall of Fame. Bowe is also
producing a collaborative piece with 7
women of the Director’s Guild of America
where she is a Co-Chair of the Women’s
Steering Committee. Born in New York and
raised in the San Francisco Bay area, Bowe
graduated Cum Laude from Howard
University with an undergraduate degree in
Television and Film Production.

She

studied abroad in Temple University’s
London program. During her tenure at AFI,
Bowe directed four short films and was given

“

The film industry is very
discriminatory. When I think of the
Industry, I think of racism. I think of
unfair hiring practices. The gate is still
very high. We’re still very much
trying to climb over that gate to be a
part of the Industry. As a whole, the
Industry is a microcosm of American
society. It’s still run by a small
segment of society who are
gatekeepers. We’re still not in control
of our images. If you look at the studio
system there is no Black person who
can green light a picture. We have
more of our people in prominent
positions – executive producers, heads
of development – than twenty years
ago, but the question remains: how
many of them can actually green light
a project? We need to create more
producers and gain more experience
on the business side of the business.
We are predominately on the creative,
and we need to address that dynamic.
Too many of us have a made a
mystery of the process. We don’t
understand that if you bring different
parts of the puzzle to the table, we can
succeed. Martin Luther King talked
about that in terms of economics. We
bought into that part of the vision, but
there’s an over-emphasis on us to be
creative, so we are reliant on other
people to get our creative ideas across.
My colleagues in the business today
need to reach out and make demands
as Cosby did. I was hired to work for

Continued on page 52

the Mary Pickford Achievement Award.

State Property

- Available From Lionsgate.
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Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.
Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
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ADISA KHEPHRA
DIRECTOR/PRODUCER

Continued from page 51

accomplished.” Notes went on to win
numerous film festivals and awards including
The Atlanta/Image Film Festival, The
American Cinema Society, Black Filmmakers

Bill Cosby, yes, because of my talent,
but also because I am Black. When
Cosby was promoting his movie Fat
Albert, the promos were being shot in
San Francisco, and Cosby demanded
that he work with a black crew. The
production company contracted my
company out for the sound, and they
flew me to San Francisco. Cosby
came onto the set, saw me, and said,
“Okay, we can start.” That was Bill
Cosby. For me, what is needed in the
industry today among ourselves is to
be committed to race consciousness.
Spike Lee – I don’t care what you
think about his movies or how much
you differ with the man’s politics - has
undeniably made one of the largest
contributions, more than anybody
else, in terms of getting Black people
into the business.
Adisa Khephra recently went to
Senegal with Regina King to direct a
documentary, which he also produced
and financed, on people suffering
from brain injuries.

“
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Hall of Fame, and the NYU Mobile Awards. In
addition, Notes garnered Khepra a first-look

recently directed the independent urban
drama, All or Nothing, which won the Grand
Jury Award at the Hollywood Black Film
Festival.

An accomplished producer,

Showtime Network debuted two films
produced by Khepra: Gift for the Living and
Sarong Song. Gift for the Living won top
honors at the 2004 Outfest Film Festival and
earned an honorable mention at the Zimbabwe
International Film Festival. Sarong Song
premiered in February 2006. In addition to
narrative film, Adisa has also directed and
produced documentaries, commercials, and
music videos. Claris Design Sounds, a fullservice sound production company, was
formed by Kephra in 2000. CDS has worked
with companies in the entertainment and
corporate sector. Clients have included the
legendary entertainer Bill Cosby, Grey’s
Anatomy’s Isaiah Washington, McDonald’s,
Nissan, Old Navy, Paris Hilton, Max Factor,
and hip-hop artists DMX, Usher, P-Diddy,
OUTKAST, Wu Tang Clan, Alicia Keys, Nelly,
Brandy, and Ashanti among others. Enamored
with

teaching

film

to

up-and-coming

Adisa Khephra was born and raised in

filmmakers, Adisa has taught film production

Oakland, CA, Khephra received a Bachelor of

at NYU and The Future Filmmakers

Arts degree in mass communications from the

Workshop. In 2007, he looks to return to Sierra

University of Massachusetts at Amherst and

Leone to help build a high school with a team

his master of fine arts in film from New York

of colleagues.

University's prestigious Tisch School of the
Arts. While at NYU, Adisa Khephra was the

Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?

recipient of numerous awards, including the
Carl Lerner Award for Social Significance and
Best Film/Best Director honors for his film
Garden of Love, which deals with the
emotional issue of babies born on drugs and
how one woman's vision provides a safe haven
of hope. The filmmaker next directed the
critically acclaimed Disney short film, Notes in
a Minor Key, staring Harry J. Lennix
(Commander in Chief, Titus), and Keith David
(ATL, There’s Something About Mary,
Armageddon). The New York Times film critic
Stephen Holden called Notes in a Minor Key,
“confident,
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assured,

and

crisply

Eric Dean Seaton

deal with Disney/Hollywood Pictures. He

Angela Bassett Akeelah and the Bee

ERIC DEAN SEATON
DIRECTOR

“

I think the industry is changing each
and every day. Gone are the days of
the
independent
production
companies. Large studios are making
movies not for the love of cinema but
for the amount of money made on the
opening weekend gross, which is top
entertainment news. If a movie
doesn't open huge, it's considered a
failure no matter how good it is. The
weekend gross has more to do with
marketing than the quality of the film.
Studios are not investing in films but
buying completed films from
investors. The opportunity to push the
envelope and direct films with broad
appeal for a worldwide audience
should be there, but it isn’t. Currently,
besides Tyrese Gibson, there isn't an
African America male actor under the
age of 35 who can open a movie that
cost over 20 million to make.
The top priority of most African
American directors is to tell stories
that don't have all Black casts. In
America we call it “Crossing Over.”
But if we continue to only cross over
and not cultivate new African
American talent, stories and films, in
the end we will have lost part of what
makes us special to begin with. Yes, it
is incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to the
top to consciously pave a way so that
others may follow, because there is a
lack of knowledge that the African
American experience is allencompassing. We are more than
stories about living in the hood. We
are the first to see the 300 or the

Continued on page 53
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Departed, but we never try to make
those movies ourselves.
Both of those movies were very
expensive, but a quality lower budget
version could be made that still
reaches the masses and touches people
in a powerful way. Mira Nair, a great
filmmaker, made the Namesake. That
movie doesn't have effects or
shootouts but it has a wonderful story
and great acting. We can make movies
like that. We must reach back and
work with other African Americans.
Top African American actors need to
request African American directors,
writers and producers. If those who
have reached the top do not reach back
for those who are next, then next will
never happen. Getting a project made
is difficult for anyone. The top actors,
and others who have made it, only
have so much time in the day, and they
take the Big Meeting because their
careers are on the line. The hardest
part is getting them to pay attention
and believe that what you have to
offer is as good as anyone who has
already crossed the threshold because
there was a time when they, too, were
trying to reach the next level.
I believe there are good scripts, but the
process is so long and drawn out.
Most writers get discouraged or write
to make money instead of writing
what they want to see. What makes
money is always changing. Then
when you get a good script, it has to be
rewritten by agents, managers,
producers, and the executives
involved. Everyone wants to put their
own spin on the story, but none of
them actually sat down and did the
research and wrote the story from
scratch. Too many people are afraid to
go with what's in their heart, what they
feel, or what seems different or fresh.
I'd like to see some action movies,
science fiction, love stories, anything
involving African Americans that
show us living our lives without
beating over the head that we are
African Americans. Most African
Americans in prominent positions
have people of other races around
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them, so make that movie – the
African American doctor at a major
hospital, the African American secret
agent doing business in London, the
African American Astronaut trying to
stop a meteor from hitting Earth.
Right now, the only movies made with
African Americans are African
American comedies set in African
American neighborhoods and coming
of age stories where the African
American youth from the wrong side
of the tracks gets a chance to better
himself. Not all of us are from the
wrong side of the tracks, and where is
the story after we've crossed those
tracks? The American society still sees
color. What would make color
irrelevant is a wider variety of stories
that everyone can relate to. What
would make us no longer see color is
creating new talent and new adventures
by new African American directors in
stories we can all relate to.

“

Continued from page 52

Eric Dean Seaton from an early age
dreamed of one day becoming a director and
comic book publisher. After graduating from

Tracy ‘Twinkie’ Byrd

TRACY TWINKIE
BYRD
CASTING DIRECTOR

“

The state of the industry is that it's
challenging – very hard! Casting is
something I'm ridiculously passionate
about. I started out in music videos
and assisting. Unfortunately for us,
we, as a people, still have this very
‘crab in the barrel’ mentality. We need
to work harder at working with each
other, and bringing each other up.
That's one of the things I loved about
Spike. I called it "Spike University"
because he, in and of himself,
schooled a huge number of people –

Cannes
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African Americans mostly, but an
incredible number of people. My
brother worked for Spike Lee, and I
say to the Spike U graduates – Bravo!
Brooklyn, New York, where I'm from,
would shut down when Spike Lee was
making a movie. Everyone went
scrambling to see what they could do
for Spike. Could they intern for
Spike? Could they get coffees for
Spike? I wish I had been a part of that
era, but unfortunately for me, I wasn't.
I was in the private sector, working in
advertising and interning for the inhouse casting director in my ad
agency during my lunch hour. My
brother said, “If this is what you really
want to do, you need to ask questions.
You need to intern for people, get
coffee, whatever has to be done.” Julie
Hughes was the casting director on the
Cosby Show. I bugged her until she
finally gave me 15 minutes in her
office. That's how I got started in this
business. It's a contact business.
People want to work with people they
like. When I interned at Essence
magazine, every time an invite came
in for my boss, I would RSVP for her
and myself, so that I could make

Continued on page 54

Ohio State University, Seaton moved to
Hollywood. In 28 months, Seaton rose from
Production Assistant on the hit Fox sitcom
Living Single starring Queen Latifah, to First
Assistant Director on the UPN sitcom In the
House starring Grammy winning rapper L.L.
Cool J, to 1st A.D. on the WB sitcom Smart
Guy. Seaton made his directorial debut on
Disney Channel's sitcom That's So Raven. In
2006, the NAACP nominated Seaton for
Outstanding Director in a Comedy Series for
That's So Raven. Presently, Eric Dean Seaton
is directing full time for the Disney Channel
hits, Cory In the House and the Suite Life of
Zack and Cody, as well as prepping his first
feature film.
Staying true to his other passion in his spare
time, Seaton, in 1999, created Arcane Comics,
the first African-American owned comic book
company in the United States, which is
distributed worldwide. From it, he launched
his comic book "Nighthawk: Prophecy of the
Soul Sorcerer" to critical acclaim and
impressive sales of over 100,000 copies.

Columbus Short & Meagan Good in Stomp The Yard
Distributed by Screen Gems. Casting Director Tracy ‘Twinkie’ Byrd
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Continued from page 53

contacts. I met Terri Williams (PR and
Publicity), and interned for her, and it
was while I was interning for her, that
I met Stan Lathan at Def Comedy Jam
and ended up casting the dancers for
the next two seasons. To build my
network I took the jobs that maybe
those who were doing TV or film
couldn’t take, in order to get my foot
in the door and build my legs and
reputation in this business. I started
doing music videos, and set myself
apart because I would leave no stone
unturned. I was tenacious, with a
positive attitude, and the directors I
started working with felt a loyalty to
me. Many of them now are in film,
and when I realised they were all
moving to the West Coast, I came out
to LA.
I like working, and working on
projects that are not necessarily black,
films that have a message, films that
are about relationships between
ethnicities. I currently cast short films,
narrative music videos, commercials,
and film, and soon I hope to get back
into TV.
I got the job of casting on Stomp the
Yard because Tony Selznick, a dance
agent and a good friend of Clint
Culpepper, President of Screen Gems,
referred me to him. Clint Culpepper
took me to lunch and said, "I'm
looking for a new casting director,
with new, fresh ideas, who can bring
looks and talent together.” Stomp the
Yard touches on an aspect of black
college life that expresses the fact that
there is big middle sector of Black
people who go to universities and
own our own homes. Not all of us
were raised in the ghetto, or in the
projects, and no disrespect to those
neighbourhoods or areas. We are a

multi-complex people, with different
needs and different sensibilities. I
didn't realize how important this
movie was going to be when I started
casting the characters. There are so
many talented actors and actresses in
Hollywood. Some of the cast did not
go to a black college and now wish
they had. "Oh, I wish I could have had
this experience,” they said. The film
was a glimpse for them of what young
people on the East Coast know and
love. I'm so proud of the film, proud
to be a part of it. I attended a black
college – North Carolina Central
University – and even though I found
that the college experience wasn't for
me at that time, I loved it. I’m just an
OJT – On the Job Training girl.
Stomp the Yard is important, just like
Drum Line was incredibly important.
It showed Black college life; it
showed Black love; it showed
musicianship. I would love to see
someone make Stomp the Yard: The
Girls' Point of View. There need to be
more movies where we see the
everyday lives of Black people, our
middle class sector, with all the
different aspects of life that socioeconomic way of life reflects. We
don’t have enough writers who write
our stories. The way the industry is
now, we need to finance and produce
our own projects, then maybe go the
studios for distribution. Or we could
go the DVD route deal like Tyler
Perry did. When the studios discover
that there's a huge amount of money
to be made, they’ll realise they are
missing a huge population of people
who want to see films like Diary of a
Mad Black Woman. A lot of Black
film festivals have sprung up since
1990, which is a good thing.
We were talking earlier about helping
each other along. I met Sylvain
White, the director of Stomp the Yard,
in 1999. He had just graduated from
school and he wanted to direct. At the
time, I had left casting and was

repping directors at a commercial and
music video production company. I
got to know Sylvain, and when I met
two French people who had two
music video productions to do and
were looking for a director who could
speak French, I put them all together,
and Sylvain was able to get started.
When I met with Clint Culpepper, I
didn’t know Sylvain was the director.
So in 2006 we ended up working
together. It was serendipitous to say
the least. I strongly believe we have to
help each other. Hopefully, as new
people come into the business and
they meet people who will help them
connect the dots, that largesse will rub
off on them and they’ll realise there's
another way. It doesn't have to be the
‘crab in the barrel mentality’. We can
create a new way. I think that's going
to perpetuate within our community,
but it takes time, so much time, which
sometimes frustrates me.
Everybody wants to make money, but
it isn’t just about making money.
Sometimes quality films don’t
immediately make money. Take for
example Love Jones, which is a cult
classic. Theodore Witcher is a
brilliant filmmaker, and Love Jones is
our The Way We Were.
Love Jones, starring Nia Long and
Larenz Tate, portrayed us as people.
It's such a beautiful film with its back
and forth-ness, and him running after
her. We should have at least two or
three films like this every year. These
are our experiences as much as any
others’. It wasn't a major blockbuster,
but every Black person in America
owns Love Jones. They own it. That's
my concern. Can’t there be stories
about history without being watered
down? That's another concern. I'm
tired of seeing our history watered
down to the point where it's
acceptable for other people to deal
with what it was that they did. They
didn't water down Schindler's List.
But they watered down our middle
passage and what our ancestors went
through. They watered down our
history, period.
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Every time you see anything having to
do with Egypt, or the motherland, the
people are White. I'm having
problems with the fact that Mel
Gibson went so far as to make sure
that they were speaking Aramaic, but
not what the people of that day looked
like. Mel Gibson went all that way and
couldn't go just one more step. Man
started in the motherland. Gibson put
in all that research and only White
people were portrayed in The Passion
of the Christ. That was very
disappointing, and films like that are
made by everyone. I would like to see
as close to the truth as possible be told.
I would love to see films of our history
so that our young people understand
where it is that they really come from,
and not just from slavery because we
didn't come from slavery. They need
to see where we were before slavery
and how strong we had to be to go
through slavery. It wasn't about us
being weak. How hard it is to be the
one, lone voice. Martin Luther King
was one lone voice. Today you can't
even be the one lone voice in your
math class because you’re scared to be
the smartest because your homeys will
think that you're a nerd. But Martin
stood by himself. Cassius stood by
himself and became Mohammed Ali
and said ‘No’, and went to jail by
himself. Do you know the amount of
courage that takes?

“

Terrence Howard in Hustle & Flow.
Casting Director Kim Hardin
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D I R E C T O R S

Kim Hardin

KIM HARDIN
CASTING DIRECTOR

“

I think what we are seeing is more
filmmakers wanting to do their own
stories, and finding independent
finance by the many known routes of
financing: independent means, credit
cards, friends, and family. The studio
system has changed so drastically,
due, I believe, to high budget films not
recouping enough to allow them to do
more productions. With more
productions going out of the country
and out of state for more tax
incentives, that translates to less work
for everyone in the business. Back in
the 70’s and 80’s, the studios were
owned by individuals with almost
hands-on in the process of decision
making and story telling. With the
studios now owned by corporations,
the films are just churned out, more
like a factory.
I think that reaching out can be
difficult. It may not be that you don’t
want to, but you can become so
wrapped up in your fight within each
production, once you get to a certain
level within the system, that it can
become very easy to ‘exist’ in your
own world, unless you are conscious
about trying to make a difference, and
see that things need to change and that
you have the power to make changes.
As an African American casting
director, it’s easy to see that we only
get offered the opportunity to cast
African American films. The studios
have cut back tremendously since I
started. We used to do five or six

movies a year. Now it’s more like two
or three and consequently there
simply isn’t enough work for
everyone. Not only is our range of
projects being limited, but we’re also
stifled in not getting opportunities to
cast outside of projects that are not
just African American, that are more
crossover, or maybe all white. The
industry has a long way to go in
regard to recognizing that a person of
color can cast any type of film. In
many aspects it’s less to do with color
than it has to do with skills and
relationships. Those relationships
work in so many ways. When a project
comes up, the casting director is
usually the first one that’s hired. If a
director or producer at a studio, who
has just finished working with ‘a
casting director’, has something else
coming up, it just becomes an
automatic situation. They are there at
the door, and the machine starts to
work again. Part of all this is that
every project on every movie, from
beginning to end, is a creative battle.
Keep in mind that all the different
entities have their own creativity
whether it’s the financiers or the
marketing department, independent
financing or the studio. Everyone has
an interpretation of how the movie
should be. I don’t think I’ve worked
on one film that was totally a breeze.
The beauty of filmmaking is that
when you are able to mesh all that
together you know you have a
fabulous film, and it was worth it.
There are certain films I am proud of
because of the career that was
launched: Halle Berry for Strictly
Business, Taraji P. Henson and Tyrese
[Gibson] for Baby Boy, and then
Taraji and Taryn Manning and the
whole cast for Hustle and Flow.
There’s a stigma in the industry where
it’s felt that Black comedies sell better
than dramas. I don’t know if that’s
true, but it seems to be the easiest
move. The challenge we face as
filmmakers is not getting the movies
made. There are good scripts, and
even getting the finance is not the
problem. It’s the distribution.

Kim Hardin,

casting director in January

2005, had the most talked about film at the
Sundance Film Festival, the Audience Awardwinner Hustle and Flow. Daily Variety said,
“Hustle and Flow has an outstanding cast led by
Terrence Howard in what should be a starmaking performance.” Terrence was nominated
for both the Golden Globe and the Oscar for
performance by an actor in a leading role.
Hardin followed Hustle and Flow, teaming again
with director John Singleton in 2006, with
Paramount’s Four Brothers, starring Mark
Wahlberg, Tyrese Gibson and Andre Benjamin.
Hardin cast ATL for Warner Bros. creating up
and coming talent including T.I., Lauren
London,

Big

Boi

&

Evan

Ross,

plus

writer/director Craig Brewer’s follow-up to
Hustle and Flow, Black Snake Moan, starring
Samuel L. Jackson, Christina Ricci, Justin
Timberlake, & David Banner. In 2007 she
worked with Sony/Screen Gems on This
Christmas with Loretta Devine, Delroy Lindo,
Regina King, Idris Elba, Mekhi Phifer,
Columbus Short and Chris Brown. She also did
Brooklyn to Manhattan starring Arielle Kebbel,
Sean Faris, Clayne Crawford and Evan Ross. As
one of the top feature casting directors in
Hollywood, her unique eye has helped launch
the careers of stars such as Terrence Howard,
Laurence Fishburne, Halle Berry, Chris Tucker,
Bernie Mac, Jennifer Lopez, Jennifer Connelly,
Cole Hauser, Tyrese Gibson, Cedric The
Entertainer, Mike Epps, Gabrielle Union, Usher
Raymond, Larenz Tate, Chris Kattan, Ludacris,
Bridgette Wilson, Vanessa L. Williams, and
Morris Chestnut. Hardin began her career as a
CD on the cult-hit film CB4 (Chris Rock) and
followed that with Ice Cube’s Friday and Next
Friday, the number one film in January 2001,
which was also written by and starred Ice Cube.
She followed Next Friday with writer/director
John Singleton’s critically acclaimed Baby Boy.
Studio executives remarked that with Tyrese &
Taraji Henson, Hardin “has discovered yet
another star in the making”. Other films to her
credit include 2 Fast 2 Furious, Biker Boyz
(starring Laurence Fishburne, Derek Luke,
Orlando Jones, Lisa Bonet), Deep Cover
(starring

Laurence

Fishburne

and

Jeff

Goldblum), Jason’s Lyric (starring Jada Pinkett
Smith in her first lead, Eddie Griffin, and Forest
Whitaker), and Higher Learning (starring
Jennifer Connelly, Ice Cube, Omar Epps, and
Laurence

Fishburne).

In

2001

Hardin

developed, produced and cast a series of
Diversity Showcases for ABC as Director of
Talent Development, Programs and Casting. Her
television work includes the first three seasons of
UPN’s hit show Moesha, starring singer/actress
Brandy Norwood. One of her first television
shows, Dream On, was a success for HBO. A
native of Chicago, Hardin entered the business
after college, working as a casting assistant with
the team of Gail Levin and Lauren Lloyd at
Paramount Studios. In addition to casting, Los
Angeles-based Hardin also teaches casting
workshops nationwide and produces features,
with five projects currently in development.
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Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?

cash, Maine Johnson banked on writing love
letters for compensation. His mini enterprise

and say that they were, there are

of “I like you” and “Dear John” letters

countless others who have been on the

earned him a buck fifty per page. A military

grind since the heyday of silent

brat, Johnson took his business on the road,

cinema. It’s a crapshoot that one must

capitalizing on lovelorn teenagers in several

endure because you love what you do.

states before eventually taking a break to

It is this passion that defines talent

pursue his degree in North Carolina. After

and craft.

graduation, he moved to New York where he

There are a plethora of great scripts

worked with Spike Lee’s 40 Acres and a Mule

that are optioned and bought but not

on two features (Summer of Sam and The Best

made, or written but never sold.

Man). It was there he learned that writing is

Unfortunately, there are even more

what made him most happy. Johnson moved to

great scripts festering in the minds of

LA, got a job, and married his high school

The industry currently feels divided.

procrastinators. I respect films of any

sweetheart,

On one side, you have the dedicated

genre that possess strong dialogue and

Johnson defines himself with the following

group of devout cinephiles, in

spark great dialogue

statement: “Writing is my purpose and labor

America and abroad, who struggle to

Color or Race? The color green will

of love, reflecting a mirror on the world so it

preserve the art of storytelling

always be an issue in the film

can see itself: the good, the bad, and the oh so

through film. They are trendsetters.

industry. That is the factor that

ugly.

The other side flashes the fiscal

creative types, myself included, tend

appeasement safe card, serving a fast

to negate. It’s not called showBIZ for

food population inundated with the

nothing. Society has a sneaky way of

government’s evangelism of ever-

convincing its citizens that domestic

LE MAR FOOKS
WRITER

impending doom. The “Hey, what’s

sentiments are shared throughout the

HOT?” crowd. This group follows

global community, when that is not

“

trends and makes, or remakes, films

always the case. Film often helps to

created many new opportunities for

that provide an escape to a generation

perpetuate these messages. We have

discovery and exposure. “The more

numb to societal realities, but

evolved from a civilization where art

things change, the more things stay

obsessed with the advancements in

imitates life to a society where life

the same.” African-Americans have

technological gadgetry.

imitates art. And it is most often the

received Academy Awards for acting,

Who will win? Too early to tell, but

case that people who determine what

and the number of African-American

one thing is for sure. This time the

art you will see, exist inside their own

directors working in Hollywood on

Revolution will be pitched, optioned,

comfortable microcosm, isolated

non African-American projects is

televised, and later sold on DVD.

from others who don’t think as they

increasing. Both achievements are

Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?

Yes! I feel that successful African-

do. This has been the staple that

testaments to talent and acceptance.

Americans should support others who

appears to be evolving, slowly. In the

A film with broad appeal for a

have not yet made it. We can ask

meantime, you will continue to see

worldwide audience is the ultimate

people who have “Made It” to

many of the same characters in film

goal for the industry because that

recognize two things. First, that it was

and TV. Race will be an issue as long

translates into dollars. A better

more than their own talents that

as the people who make the decisions,

question to ask is: Are there

Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?

afforded

of

both the influential film executive and

opportunities for African-American

achievement and status. Secondly,

the average moviegoer, only value the

writers to write such stories? Pushing

that they strive to preserve a sense of

experiences of their own race,

the envelope and good cinema aside,

humility reminding them there are

ethnicity, culture, or cause. A good

would an African-American writer

people worthy of an opportunity.

film is a good film regardless of who

ever be considered to write the next

The opportunities exist, but one might

participated in its conception.

sequel to Pirates of the Caribbean or

Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.

“

them

their

level

not be the right fit, nor does it always
equal success. Regardless of what
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no

one

peddled confectionary contraband for petty

“discovered”, and for those who lie

MAINE JOHNSON
WRITER

think,

while other kids in

high school hustled lukewarm lollipops and

is

Maine Johnson

may

“

Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.

Maine Johnson

a

psychotherapist.

Maine

Digital technology and the Internet

have revolutionized the industry and

Harry Potter?

Continued on page 57

C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

S TAT E O F A N I N D U S T R Y
O
P
I
N
I
O
N
S

W R I T E R S

LE MAR FOOKS
WRITER

Continued from page 56

writers. Anyone who puts in the time

mention the race of the characters,
should it be assumed that because I am
African-American, the story must be
an African-American story? Should it
be assumed that my experiences in life
were limited to African-American
experiences? Opportunities may be
limited, but my imagination and
willingness to explore stories and
subjects

that

transcend

race,

geography, and time are not.
America is a strange country. It makes
progress in some areas but seems to go
backwards in others. It will always be
a biased country on both a conscious
and unconscious level. It is the myth
of the melting pot. We are a nation of
immigrants and it is inherent to our
nature as human beings to be biased
against things that are different from
us, be it race, religion, or even weight.
It’s when that bias slips into racism,
discrimination and intolerance that
America ceases to be the beacon of
hope our leaders profess it to be.

and effort to take a blank page and
create 110 pages of a script deserves a
measure of credit. Unfortunately, bad
writers outnumber the good. The good
scripts are out there. They just have to
find their way into the hands of people
who can recognize them. From an
African-American perspective, the
stories I’d like to see told are the ones
you haven’t heard. Every culture has
its heroes, as in Schindler’s List, and
horrors, as in Amistad. With books
becoming

a

dying

entertainment

and

form

of

political

correctness sweeping our schools, it is
more important than ever that these
stories be realized on film and other
visual medium.
History is filled with films that have
had ‘crossover’ success. America is a
star-struck society and stars of any
color can fill the seats. Yes, the
audience can be colorblind, but at
present I cannot say the same of those

“

When I pitch a story and don’t

in decision-making positions within
the film industry.

I believe the successful AfricanAmericans in Hollywood who can

LeMar Fooks has been a member of

help others, should and do help others.

the Writers Guild of America (WGA) since

I also believe it is unfair to have that

1993. After earning his Bachelor of Science

expectation of all successful African-

degree in Electrical Engineering, he went

Americans in the industry.

on to work as a satellite payload specialist

Alliances between someone without

by day, while developing his writing skills

an established track record and

by night. He was accepted into American

someone who does have one are rare,

Film Institute (AFI) and worked at

if at all. Success seeks its own level

Paramount Studios in a staff writing

and those who rise together are likely
to stay together. I do believe, however,
that if you write it, they will come. But
it has to be what they are looking for.

Continued on page 58

The Time Teacher Chronicles, optioned by
Tim Reid; The Blue Room, optioned by
Michael Callen; and The Laughing Aztec,
optioned by Three Moons Entertainment.
LeMar Fooks’ spec screenplays include:

screen; every career takes its own path

The Clipper Courageous, a WWII action-

to success or oblivion. The only

adventure, and Blaze Blazbo, Space Pirate!,

commonality in the way forward for a

a comedy about pirates in space.
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The overall industry is in transition
with the explosion of cheaper access
to digital film and editing equipment.
Those individuals who would like to
try their hand at filmmaking really
have no excuse for not doing so on
their own terms. The biggest hurdle
for a filmmaker now is distribution.
One can get a film made, but the
problem becomes one of access to a
larger international audience. The
Internet helps, but the gatekeepers of
the industry still tell filmmakers of
color that the overseas market does
not want to see films with non-white
actors. I would love to meet that
worldwide colorblind audience. You
only find that audience watching “art”
films or foreign films. The point here
is that advertising is a big issue, and,
oftentimes, films are marketed in such
a way that they only appeal to a niche
market, and tend to only exhibit one
sheets, trailers, and radio ads in
selected markets.
There is material out there that I
believe has broad appeal, but once
again
there
are
gatekeepers
(predominately white males) who
decide what sells. If the material

Grave for Bo Money; Shots to the Dome:

screenplay takes its own path to the

There are no bad scripts only bad

“

doesn’t represent them, then it has to
be changed and re-written to appeal to
a white audience in Middle America.
This denies a segment of the
population from experiencing a story
that has people in it who don’t look
like them, even though they share the
same human experience. For example,
I have a horror script that was
optioned, but the producer felt that it
had to be re-written without cultural
references in order to find funding
from a studio to get it made. Granted,
all scripts have to be rewritten. My
story has a fresh take on the horror
genre with a monster that has its origin
in Africa, the Caribbean, and the
Black American south. But I had to
take out all the cultural references that
make the story unique. The story is
still good, but now to me, as a writer,
it feels bland. What made it original
and unique has been gutted simply
because someone felt that it wouldn’t
sell. Why? The fear that a studio
won’t buy it because a white audience
won’t go see it.
Unfortunately,
those
African
Americans who have made it don’t
have the power to green light a movie.
Until there is a studio head who is
black and/or non-white, many films
won’t get made or seen. Independent
cinema and distribution are the keys.

position. His writing includes Cradle to the

There is no one way forward. Every

writer other than talent is persistence.

LISA BOLEKAJA
WRITER
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Angela Bassett - Kee Kee Palmer - Lawrence Fishburne
Akeelah and the Bee - Available from Lionsgate
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Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.
Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?
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The only filmmaker of color that I
know of who has some form of
Hollywood success is Spike Lee. He
has a new book out listing all the
people who have built long-term
careers because of him. He made sure
that he brought in as many people as
possible. That was a conscious
decision of his from the beginning of
his career. There are probably others
who have done this without writing it
in a book, but I feel that many
successful people are struggling just
to stay in the game. With the history
of this country, I would hope that
black artists reach out to lift others up.
They aren’t obligated to do so, but it
is our legacy to help one another.
I belong to Film Independent, which
actively recruits people of color. I am
open to any type of relationship with
an established producer/actor/director
et al, who wants to work with
upcoming talent. But this industry is
based
on
relationships
and
connections. My hope moving
forward is to write a damn good script
and find someone who believes in me
and will form a partnership, much like
Craig Brewer (Hustle & Flow) did
with producer Stephanie Allain.
I want to see my stories told! (Don’t
we all?) A film made from an Octavia
Butler novel. A horror anthology
based on black myths/legends.
Contemporary dramas set in places
we never noticed before. I have a
diversity of stories and write from
Sci-Fi/Fantasy to psycho-sexual film
noir. I’m tired of black comedies
(although I go see them if they are
good) and would like to see more
dramas. Not historical dramas so
much, but dramas that attract me like
mainstream stories.
I don’t think mainstream society sees
its humanity in black people. Black
movie patrons will see movie after
movie without one person of color in
them. If the story looks/sounds good,
we’ll go see it. The average white
audience member will not go see a
movie if the majority of the characters
are black. It’s irrelevant if the story is

good, or if the actors are stars. Unless
it’s a popular star like a Will Smith or
an Eddie Murphy, average white
Americans can’t relate or even try to
relate to stepping outside their
comfort zone and checking out a
‘black’ film. The irony is that black
culture worldwide dominates music,
fashion and language (popular slang
terms etc). Cinema is the last bastion
we have yet to influence. The color
line is alive and well, and makes my
job as a writer difficult.

Lisa Bolekaja

was raised in San

Diego, California, she watched Horror
movies at a young age from the back of her
mom’s ’65 Chevy at the drive-in, which
prompted her to begin writing short scary
stories at the tender age of nine. Lisa’s first
produced production was the Dance/Drama
The New World Africans presented by the
San Diego Lyceum Theater. A former Guy
Hanks & Marvin Miller Fellow (a.k.a. The
Bill Cosby Fellowship), Lisa went on to be a
2005 Film Independent Fellow in Los
Angeles, as well as a 2005 Nicholl
Fellowship Semi-Finalist. Bolekaja is
currently

writing

two

projects

simultaneously. One involves a female fetish
pimp and the other a ‘death midwife.’ Her
horror script Skin was optioned in 2006.

Monica Macer

MONICA MACER
TV & FILM WRITER

“

Overall, it really seems like the
general public is hungry for new and
innovative ways to tell a story. There
are simply more outlets for media
and therefore more jobs and

opportunities for writers and
filmmakers, which makes it a
win/win scenario for the public and
the creators.
I feel that there are many
opportunities to produce compelling,
life-affirming films with broad
appeal. The tricky part comes in
partnering one's vision and passion
with like-minded individuals who
can actually bring that vision to
fruition so that a good script can
become a great film.
Simply by telling good stories and
producing great work, prominent
African Americans DO actively pave
the way for those that are coming up
behind them. It's an added bonus
when people in such positions make
a concerted effort to help out the next
generation.
Strategic partnerships are a wise
business move. Recently, my agency
has sought out creative partnerships
for me with directors who have a
similar sensibility. This has helped
me expand my vision as a storyteller
-from being solely a tv writer to now
writing features. If you're a new
writer trying to break into the
business, spending time as a writer’s
assistant in TV or as an assistant to a
studio executive, film director or
showrunner/executive
producer
could help open doors and createz
opportunities.
I think there are lots of good writers
and good scripts out there. But some
of them of them may never see the
light of day. So much of what gets
made has to do with timing.
I truly wish that we lived in a colorblind society, but we don't. That's
both a blessing and a hindrance
because what makes us different
from each other also makes us
unique. But that uniqueness can
often
be
misinterpreted,
misrepresented, and mistreated
ultimately leading to division. The
one great thing about the
entertainment industry and art (even
on a commercial level) is that it
brings people of all ethnicities and
races together through laughter,
edge-of-your-seat
suspense
moments, and tears.
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Monica Macer a

graduate of Vassar

College, started in the theatre in New York
City. After a transition to Los Angeles, she
served as a co-producer on the independent
feature film Park Day, which won the
Audience Award at the Urban World Film
Festival and was later picked up by
Blockbuster and Starz Cable Network.
Completing her tenure with Park Day
Productions, Macer focused on feature and
television development as an assistant at
Nickelodeon Movies at Paramount Studios
and as a creative executive with the Walt
Disney Company.
After leaving Disney, Macer was selected for
the Fox Writers Program and landed the
writers assistant position on the Fox show
24. After two seasons at 24, Monica Macer
got her big break as a staff writer on the first
season of the ABC’s Lost. She has spent the
last two seasons as a staff writer and story
editor on Seasons One and Two of the Fox
show, Prison Break.

Jontille Gerard

JONTILLE GERARD
ACTRESS

“

I am starting my professional
career, and whilst going to college, I
realized that what made me come
alive was acting. Trying to get
started in Hollywood is definitely
hard, auditioning every day and the
waiting around, but anything you
really want in life is worth the
struggle and it comes with
heartaches.
The opportunities are limited, but I
believe it’s because the roles aren’t
open. So this pilot season I took the
time to find a new agent (Bonnie
Lakey) who would send me out for
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everything. Whether they want an
African American, a Latino, a Native
American, the ‘role’ is what I want to
go for, because I want to change their
minds as to the perception of ‘who’
she should be. My view is I am an
actress. I can play any role.
Whatever girl you need, I can play
that girl. My agent sends me out for
everything. When I walk into a
room, I am the African American girl
there, and everyone’s staring at me,
but it’s okay. Everyone is human;
acting is just presenting life. So as
an actress you’re really in most
stories anyone can relate to. The last
film that I performed in, Beyond the
Pretty Door, dealt with kids and
abuse. It was an African American
cast, but everyone can relate to it.
My age range is 15-20, and I feel as
an actress I can play many roles: a
high school smart kid, a
businesswoman, a young mother.
Whatever the story is, I can do it. I
just want a chance to express all
walks of life, and not be pigeonholed
because of my color. I want to see
filmmakers, both independent and
majors, produce a variety of films.
Life’s not always about drugs and
killing the hoochie-mama-girls. We
have a breadth of experiences. What
about the people who are achieving?
Directors like Spike Lee are always
producing positive films. I just want
to see more people of color on the
screen. I want to be given the chance
to be in the room so that the person
making that decision can decide
who is the better actress.
America is still a biased society.
That does not hold me back, but it
does disturb me because I want to be
an example. I face a lot of
challenges. Whether you’re with a
director or the casting director, the
first thing they see when you walk in
is your ethnicity. But I am there to
do the work, to make sure that I do
what I came to do, and that I give
them what I know they want. If they
don’t cast me, then I feel it’s their
loss. If I, and others like me,
continue to give our all, I know that
eventually a difference will be
made.
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I think there needs to be more stories
about young, educated African
Americans. You don’t see that. You
see the person who struggled and
maybe became a rapper, but I want to
see someone who became a doctor or
a lawyer. I want to see love stories
that don’t just deal with sex, but that
deal with love—true love and the
comedy in it. These stories matter to
the population as a whole.
I think some filmmakers produce
what sells. America is afraid of what
is real and the truth. What’s real is
that African Americans don’t just
come from the ‘hood.’ The truth is
they do come from areas where they
have the chance to become educated.
As soon as got to college, I was
asked, “Have you ever been shot at?
That’s the idea others have from
watching television and films. I
understand that during the 1990’s
there were drug wars, and New Jack
City type movies did well, but that
was then, and this is now, and it
seems we should show some
progress. Finally, I feel that once you
decide to get in a business that’s
presented to the world, it becomes
your responsibility on a number of
levels, because you’re creating
things that many people often
believe are reality. I think that it is
our responsibility to help others who
are trying to get there and to help
pass on positive messages. African
American directors should mentor a
young person to get there, so that
maybe my generation can continue
the same thing the previous
generation did for us. Our generation
generally does not get enough help
and guidance, and some of them do
stray in the wrong direction.
Jontille Gerard can be seen as the
leading role in AFI’s Beyond the
Pretty Door (showing at the 2007
Cannes Film Festival in the Short
Film Corner) and in the independent
film Evil Angel directed by Richard
Dutcher alongside Ving Rhames.
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Aurora, Colorado but grew up in Los
Angeles. A graduate of Westchester
Senior High School, she went on to the
University California of Los Angeles
(UCLA) in pursuit of a medical degree
in pediatrics, only to find that her true
calling was in the Arts and Social
Sciences. Currently a senior at the
University, she majors in African
American Studies with a concentration
in Theater, Film and Television and a
minor in English. While continuing her
education,
she
has
enjoyed
opportunities to begin her blossoming
career with recurring roles on
television shows such as FX’s The
Shield.

Tangi Miller

TANGI MILLER
ACTRESS/PRODUCER
I was very fortunate graduating from
college to get my first breaks with
guest appearances on The Shield and
The Division, and then straight into
Felicity, a show that lasted for four
years. I was very comfortable and not
used to going out and auditioning, and
it was just a tremendous amount of
work, so I decided to go into
producing. You have to be a mini
producer, a successful career in this
business, because there are so many
elements in addition to the art that’s
shown. It was relatively easy to get the
financing together through a couple of
friends. I had a great story I wanted to
tell, Love and Other Four Letter
Words. I began to think ‘How difficult
is it to make it happen? So I talked to

Jontille Gerard

was born in

Reggie who had directed me in a play,

Continued on page 60
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TANGI MILLER
ACTRESS/PRODUCER

Continued from page 59

and we found it was totally doable.
I began to research, and realized it
was fun. I like to be in charge. I
like having some say about what it
is that I do and people that I work
with. That’s fun for me. It’s a lot of
work, but it’s very satisfying.
It’s hard work auditioning. You’re
running around two or three times a
day, especially in pilot season, and
you’re reading script upon script

Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?
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(and some of them are just
horrible), and you think ‘Who is
green lighting this? How are they
getting the money?’ I came to the
conclusion that I could produce my
project. It’s interesting how the
financing came together. It ended
up with investors who believed in
the story, people who were right
next to me, with funds and wanting
to invest, and who’d actually
invested in other films, and I didn’t
even know. The fascinating thing
about the business is that when you
attend a function you could be
sitting next to someone who has
invested in films and not realize it.
That’s how it was in my case. I also
invested a little myself because you
have to put your money where your
mouth is and your passion where
your passion is. As a result, I found
a lot of people came on board and
helped make it happen. I will
continue to produce because I
enjoy the process. I also feel that I
have

a

responsibility.

I’m

intelligent enough to produce films
that reflect positively on the
community. I can do more than just
be an Actress. There is a big
audience out there for our product.
The question is: How do you get it
to them?
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Tangi Miller

was named one of the

sexiest stars on television by TV Guide, and
Ebony Magazine named her one of the “most

There’s a big space between the

beautiful people of the millennium.” She

filmmakers and the audience films

appeared in Tyler Perry’s Madea’s Family

could reach because of distribution.

Reunion. Her other feature film credits

There are many producers and

include The Other Brother, starring opposite

directors with movies. Not just a

Mekhi Phifer, as well as Too Legit: The MC
Hammer Story, the Lionsgate horror film

script, but a movie that’s shot. Not

Horror In The Hood, and After School.

all of them are good, but some are

Born and raised in Miami, Florida, Tangi is

excellent! When the studios say,

the eldest of six kids who were not allowed to

“We don’t have a market for it if

watch television as they were growing up.

nobody’s being shot and there’s no
T and A”, what do the filmmakers

Miller began acting in stage productions
while in high school. She majored in
marketing while attending Alabama State

do with the product? My approach

University, but realizing she spent all of her

is that I have to trail blaze, and find

free time acting in theater productions,

how I can distribute the product

Miller decided after graduation to pursue

that myself. I plan to go overseas

her acting talent. Intense in her desire to

and explore opportunities for my

study the craft, she earned a Master of Fine
Arts degree at the University of California,

product. Many films have shown

Irvine and studied at the Royal National

us that if we speak to people of

Theater in London as well as the Alabama

color,

Shakespeare Festival.

they

understand

our

perspective and situation. They
don’t all have to be Black. I travel
around the world and know the

In Hollywood, Tangi Miller quickly found
success playing the smart, spirited and
stylish Elena Tyler on the hit WB series
Felicity. After making her television debut as

impact that Black Americans have

a series regular, Tangi received a 2002

on the world.

NAACP Image Award Nomination for Best

I think it’s our responsibility to

Actress in a Dramatic series. She has guest

figure out who the people who

starred on Half & Half, Fastland, The

understand us are. We’ve got to

Twilight Zone, Arliss, The Shield, and The
District. Miller was nominated for a 2005

trail blaze in areas that we’ve never

NAACP Image Award for Outstanding

done before, that we’ve never been

Actress in the television movie, Phantom

before. If the audience isn’t there

Force.

for the product, they wouldn’t be

Along with acting, Tangi has a passion for

buying the music, wearing the
clothes. I’ve been to Japan and I’ve

Producing and African-Caribbean dance. As
a member of a Los Angles based African
dance troupe, Miller has performed in West

seen more people with Afros there

Africa, Cameroon and Ghana. In her spare

than we have here in the U.S.!

time, Tangi Miller also enjoys studying and

And I believe that means they’d

experiencing

buy the stories, as well. We’ve got

international travel.

foreign

cultures

through
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to tell our stories. We’ve got to
protect our images.
Tangi

Miller

production

has
on

completed
her

third

independently financed film, Love
& Other 4 Letter Words, directed
by Reginald Brown. It screened at
the recent Pan African Film
Festival. She also produced a
Ghanaian film, Police Officer 3.

Flex Alexander
Love... & Other 4 Letter Words

C A N N E S M AY 2 0 0 7

Cannes
2 0 0 7

S TAT E O F A N I N D U S T R Y
O
P
I
N
I
O
N
S

A

TRISHA MANN
ACTRESS/WRITER

“

There are not that many African

American actresses now. I love it
that those I see get so much
recognition for example, Gabrielle
Union and Halle Berry, of course,
she’s

America’s

sweetheart.

However, the industry continues to
use the same women over and over
and there is much talent out there. I
see the talent in other people as well
as myself, but the years go by and
casting directors, directors, and
producers, while they recognize my
work, say, “Trisha, I would love to
put you in this film, but we need a
bigger name.” If I had a dollar for
each time someone told me they
need a bigger name, I would already
be a bigger name. How does anyone
in this business get a bigger name if
they are not given the opportunity?
Someone had to give the bigger
names the opportunity. I have an
ethical base, but what is it that I have
to do other than display my talent?
It’s very frustrating! I am passionate
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more conscious of other people.

Trisha Mann is a native of Chicago,

There is such a huge pool of talented

where she attended Roosevelt University

people waiting to be discovered.

with a music scholarship in Voice

There are some very good scripts out

Performance and Music Education. A

there, many with substance. Ted’s

member of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority,

script for George Washington’s Boy

Mann was a Miss Black Chicago. Her

had substance, and it was my first

early career in Los Angeles is peppered

period piece. I think it’s OK to have

with her stage performances; her first

some funny, silly (not stupid) stuff,

was The Great Women of Color

but the problem is there is too much

portraying the Civil Rights activist Ida

of it. The world is going through so

B. Wells. The Drama-logue newspaper

much. People want to be uplifted.

critic said, “Trisha’s performance was

I think there’s a percentage of people

anger-personified”.

who are color blind, but there is still

appeared in a number of plays including

hate, segregation, and unnecessary

The Visit, written and directed by Ted

violence and killings. Young kids on

Lange, An Evening of Shakespeare with

the news getting killed because

Charles Dutton, Jeffery’s Plan, and Say

they’re Black or Hispanic; for this I

Amen.

blame the parents because hatred is

National music tour of David E.

Mann

has

Mann left LA for her first

she shared the stage with singer,
Stephanie Mills. Following the tour
Mann started producing and directing
her own stage plays. For Mama’s Will,
she also wrote the lyrics and melodies to
the songs. Mann’s feature film credits
include: Even Players Must Praise Him
and Hope Runs Eternal. Her sitcom
roles include The Parkers, Eve, All about
The Andersons and Method and Red.
Mann has starred in many short films
and her most recent feature films
include: Reunion in which she won Best
supporting Actress at the San Diego
Noir Film Festival, Relationships, Big
Bag of Money, Blood Money, and
Section 8 due out on DVD in May 2007.
Trisha Mann is currently working on a
book of poetry called Introducing The
PoeTrish.

taught. I blame them for not stopping
things being said around the kids as
they’re growing up. In my home I’d
better not hear anything derogatory
about another race because it’s about
‘one’ love. It’s about the fact you
love people because they are human
beings, not because of the color of
their skin. I’m sure there are
stereotypes about every race, some
of which may or may not be true, but
it doesn’t matter. We must look first
at the person before making the
judgment. I am into diversity. I will
work with you no matter what color
(black, white, purple, or blue) as

“

Trisha Mann

C

Talbert’s His Woman His Wife in which

long as you treat me with respect, the
same respect that I will give you.

about what I do. I love acting (from
my very toes up to my head). I adore
it, and being on stage is just as
business and you have to invest in

To Contact
The Filmmakers

yourself. The last few years I have

in this Special Supplement

been raising my family, but I am

Diversity is the
New Money

wonderful as being on film. It’s a

back on track and have sent out
resumes to everyone! I do think the
industry should reach back, and my
wish is that the industry would be
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email:
diversity@thebusinessoffilm.com
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QUESTIONS

Overview
Question: Your view of the state
of the industry.
Opportunity
As an individual
Question:
Producer in the pool of
Producers, that may or may not
belong to the PGA, is there
opportunity (or enough) to push
the envelope and produce films
with a broad appeal for a
worldwide audience that is
colorblind and eager to connect
to and experience good cinema?
Social Context
Question: America is still a
biased country. Do you think it is
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?
Commerce Context
Question: Are there many
production
companies?
Forming your own production
company is that the way to
“make it in the industry”?
Where do you find the
financing? What are the
opportunities for you, if you are
an established Producer, to form
partnerships, such as Tom
Cruise/ Paula Wagner? If you
are not established but are trying
to get a Feature Film made what
allegiances are open to you, if
you think that is the way to go.
Scripts & Potential Material
Question: Currently, are there
sufficient writers or good
scripts? What are the stories
you feel should be, or would like
to see, told?
Conclusion
Question: Having explored the
above, in your opinion has the
American Society evolved to the
point where, on the local cinema
going level (bums on the seat),
one no longer sees color?
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It’s a great industry. The good

“thing about filmmaking now is

technology. It's become so
much easier to make films.
With technology, cell phones,
digital technology, everybody
wants to be a filmmaker or
thinks they can make a film.
But can they tell a story? The
film industry is blossoming
because there are all these new
avenues (ancillary markets) to
make revenue, so the overall
industry itself is in a good
state. As a filmmaker the
opportunities are there, they
exist, The thing about this
business is its relationships. It's
built on relationships – who you
know, who likes you, who you
know when you need someone,
who can connect the dots, who
can connect you. Your talent is
what keeps you there, so do you
have the talent to stay there?
Can you tell a good story? Do
you have a point of view?
Filmmakers having a point of
view are lacking in American
cinema. Broadly speaking,
people don’t want to think, and
American entertainment caters
to that. In America, people are
not really into talking, they
rarely have a conversation with
you, and chances are, it will not
be about anything important or
have depth, as they do in other
parts of the world, like in
England and Europe. Europeans
genuinely converse and are
concerned about matters in the
world. Here in the States, it's
not really like that. In the
States, we are preoccupied with
other things and take our focus
off what's important, such as
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raising our families, making
sure our kids get a proper
education, healthcare. Some of
the best films over the years
have come from other parts of
the world – Spain, South
America, Europe, Australia
independent
films.
The
commercial
industry
in
Hollywood, in my opinion, is
an irresponsible group of
people who make bad films.
The violence in cinema and on
TV is way out of hand. I've
been to some movie markets
where in every ad for the movie
and at every other booth, the
actor had a gun in his hand. I've
got a problem with that. As a
filmmaker, I've become numb
and desensitized to violence. I
think, as a filmmaker, you have
to make better choices and
listen to the voices of the people
and
tell
their
stories.
Unfortunately, in Hollywood
they're not interested in telling
my story as a Black filmmaker.
The stories that they will allow
Black filmmakers to tell are
generally stories that have
already been told. It's always
about drugs and gangs, poor
negative images of people of
color. They will tell you that is
what people want to see, and at
the same time, they’ll say that
black movies don't sell
overseas. I find that hard to
believe. I refuse to believe it. If
you market anything, you can
sell it. Jazz is around the world.
Hip hop rules the world. Blacks
dominate in sports. All those
things are ‘products’ that are
being sold. The question is
whether they want to sell it or
not.
I think Black filmmakers have

opportunities in Hollywood. It's
just a matter of reaching the
right people who will give you
the opportunity to be at bat. You
can get on base in Hollywood.
Can you run the bases? Can you
get to the next base? And can
you get to the plate to bat?
That's the difficult part. That's
the struggle. In many ways,
this country is still segregated
and young. My mother is a
child of the Civil Rights
movement, so my mother can
actually tell me in words about
the time when she knew of Jim
Crow and the South where
Blacks couldn't get on a bus and
didn't have rights and couldn't
vote. Our country is still
uncomfortable with races
talking to each other. Is it
changing? Yes, it's changing,
and that is good. I think that,
absolutely, we do have some
responsibility to give back, and
to build. Some of us do, and are
unwilling to take the baton, or
unwilling
to
make
a
commitment.
Ultimately,
business can provide food,
shelter and jobs, and art can
provide inspiration, foster
change, send a message, and
give a voice to creativity.
I think our people sometimes
forget those people who have
paved the way, sacrificed,
fought, spoken up, and lost their
opportunity, their chance to
succeed, because they put it on
the line, thoughtful of other
people. In my opinion, too many
Black people in this business
don't understand the business. I
can say it because I've worked
in this business for twenty
something years, working with a
major star. I continue to work
with this person, and have had
an opportunity to experience all
levels of the business and a

Continued on page 63
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money up and stop expecting
others to tell the story your way.
Conversely, and I can't hit this
too hard; those of us who
complain that there are too few
"positive" films out there at the
theaters must bring their friends
on opening weekend to show
distributors, exhibitors and the
studios that the audience does
indeed exist for these films. “It's
not 'show love,” as someone
once said, “it's 'show Business’.”
As the tools of "pro-sumer and
consumer" devices and software
get cheaper (relatively), it gives
hopefully creative individuals,
the means of creating content
that at least has the potential to
push the envelope, but in which
direction? Having a camera,
Final Cut and the Internet have
put a lot of content on the web,
for example, but will it become
revered like the classics of "old"
such as Raging Bull, It's a
Wonderful Life, Platoon, or The
Godfather. Those who are using
the established tools of
production and story structure
that
helped
create
the
aforementioned
'evergreens'
have to find creative ways to let
this
supposed
colorblind
audience know that 'this spool's
for you.' The question, “Is it
incumbent on the African
Americans who have made it to
the top to consciously pave a
way so that others may follow?”
is a sore spot for me these days
and I feel that yes, there is still
bias in the US and the rest of the
world for that matter but with
different criteria. It could be
class, religion, geography, or
gender specific as well as racial.
I still feel that we as a people are
responsible for our own success
or failure and to a degree are our
brother's keepers whether we

want to carry that baton or not.
On the other hand I can't believe
that all the people who sacrificed
their very lives for the dream of
one day having Black directors,
producers, label execs, and
movie execs (as well as
lawmakers, teachers, business
folk, etc.) did so that we could
have the privilege of calling
each other 'nigga' in the mass
media. If there ever was a truly
'collective agenda', a covenant, a
responsibility to reach back or
reach out, it needs to be
resuscitated. Ultimately, Content
is king but money is God in the
film business, so though most
scripts may lack the marketable
elements that the large studios
may want to develop, even at
their "specialty" labels, the
screenwriter still has something
that someone wants...but how to
mate? Story material is abundant
from real events, books, plays,
life experiences, and just good
old imagination, but the
development process for film
can be so lengthy that a project
cools from too much handling.
Television, on the other hand,
has a much shorter development
process and of late seems to be
featuring some "cutting edge"
storylines. That said, by many
accounts TV is harder to break
into for the "uncredited."
Finally
for me "seeing color" is not
really a bad thing, it's the
'making of assumptions based on
color or heritage' that needs to be
shelved once and for all. If God
had wanted a homogeneous race,
that's what we would have had
long ago.

chance to see how ‘the business’
is run, how it should be run.
When I deal with Black people
in this business, many of us don't
have a clue how this business
operates. There is a formula in
business, there's an etiquette in
business, there are ethics in
business that Black people in
this business particularly fail to
recognize and adapt. When you
have Black people who have
succeeded in this entertainment
industry and have some sort of
power and are able to put people
to work and yet they do nothing
to ensure that another Black PA
or person of color is on that
production to learn, they're
failing us. Robert Townsend and
Spike Lee are my heroes. They
had drive and vision, and both
helped a lot of people. If you
look at Robert’s films, he made
movies with good positive role
models, good positive images of
Black people. In my opinion, he
should be applauded because he
didn't perpetuate the stereotypes.
Ownership is the key. Then you
can call the shots or at the very
least have input as to who gets
hired, what the vision is going to
be, how the story is going to be
told. We need more people
working in production. Those are
the seeds we need to plant. I'm
waiting for the day when you see
our Jurassic Park or our ET.

To Contact
The Filmmakers
in this Special Supplement

Diversity is the
New Money
email:
diversity@thebusinessoffilm.com
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RUSSELL WILLIAMS
AWARD WINNING
SOUND ENGINEER
DANCES WITH
WOLVES
Although there have been very
“positive
signs that independently
produced films can find screens
and patrons, it is becoming much
harder to get people to 'leave
home' and go to the theater
which is still the most important
release window, though not the
most profitable, for most films.
There are still new and old
hurdles to climb both above and
below the line (run-awayproduction, piracy, intellectual
property rights, long hours and
longer lists of unemployed), and
in
addition
there’s
the
uncertainty
of
the
new
technologies and their effect on
the present paradigm. Finding
accredited investors wanting to
fund cutting edge or characterdriven pieces whose stories cut
across cultures and other
demographics is not an easy
task.
Those with sizable
"discretionary income" that want
to make a difference in the
industry must put their own

“
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My fascination with the art of film
came early in life while following my
father around with his Kodak camera.
The magic he created with his little
black box came to life in the beautiful
photographs he took that captured
priceless family images. The black
and white images made growing up
on a chicken ranch in the middle of
Kansas more exciting and colorful.
They documented the lives of our
Mestizo heritage and the rich mixed
culture of Native and African
American and Spanish blood,
referred to in those days as halfbreeds.
With the late 40s advent of television
my mother turned into a stage mom
and decided I should be on TV. At
age 7 I landed my first television
show as a contestant on Guest Pet in
which 3 youngsters answered
questions about a mystery pet if we
won, we could keep the pet. With my
astute knowledge of farm animals I
won and took home a beautiful, fat
Guinea Pig – who ran away after
about a week. So much for prizes
with legs! Through high school and
early college I worked on many stage
plays and performing events, and
spent my spare time winning BarrelRacing Rodeo awards. In the early
60s my love for photography and
competition on the Midwest Black
Rodeo Circuit led to making my first
short film documentary, The Black
Cowboy, which won an AFI
honorable mention. Back then, we
couldn’t raise the finance for a
feature, but the African American
film landscape has changed greatly
and I believe that there are no limits
to the possibilities that exist today. As
I have been singing and recording
professionally since the 70’s,
television seemed a natural
progression. Since 2002 I have been
host and producer of a cable access
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show called Things You Should
Know. Produced by my company, No
Limits PR +, it focuses on AfricanAmerican and other minorities who
are doing positive unique things that
benefit the community, spotlighting
local performing artists, theatrical
producers and directors, scientists,
politicians, health and fitness
programs and recently launched a
reality dating show for the 60+ called
Single, Sexy Seniors™.
I believe that any of us who achieve
even a toe-hold of success should be
committed to mentoring young
talent, not only in our own fields, but
also in the pursuit of a healthier
lifestyle. To that end, I co-founded
Kayaks 4 Kidz™, a program that
enables inner-city children to
augment their self-worth and health
by learning to sea kayak.
I think all of us who are in the media
industry can have a positive impact
on the next generation of artists and
producers, who have great ideas and
talent, but need to be groomed to
keep learning and developing their
craft. For dreams to become reality
they need cultivating to grow – this I
learned from farm life and from great
parents who recognized the value of
encouragement and exposure. All
seeds need tender loving care to
become healthy and beautiful plants
and talent is no different. It is
difficult enough for AfricanAmericans to rise above the masses
to greatness, but it still takes a village
to raise a star!

T FAYE GRIFFIN
WRITER/PRODUCER

“

I’m primarily a television writer
and producer and refer to my race as
American of African descent. In the
entertainment industry for Americans
of African descent, there seem to be
more opportunities for actors in
television, but in terms of directing
and producing opportunities, with the
advent of independents films, it’s
easier to be a producer or director in
film. Television is a very convoluted
machine, and it’s hard to crack the
code. I’ve often said that Hollywood
is the last bastion of legalized
segregation. In no other industry I
can think of can you very clearly
state, “No, we don’t want a Black
actor, we want a White actor. This is
not a Black show, it’s a White show.”

In corporate America you could not
say, “No, we don’t need a Black
executive. We need a White [one].”
At least you could not say it out loud
or in print. It’s clearly still a very
segregated industry, and I completely
deplore the thought that things have
not changed much since the heyday
of the late eighties and early nineties
when Spike [Lee], Thomas Carter,
and Kevin Hooks were coming along
and getting opportunities. It was a
wonderful time. The opportunities
have slowed down considerably
since then, and, not only have we not
progressed that much further ahead,
it seems we are going backwards in
many ways. I wrote for In Living
Color for two seasons and I sat in a
writer’s room with upwards of
sixteen writers of which less than half
were Black writers. The thought, I
guess, was ‘White people can write a
Black voice’. By the same token,
can’t Black people write a White
voice? From where I sit, we’ve had
to acclimate our entire existence. We
could write not only our voice, but
we can also write your voice very
well because we have to. A White
writer learning to write on a Black
show is a learned skill. It doesn’t
come naturally. I used to say, “How
come I can’t write a Fraser? How
come I can’t be a staff writer on
Seinfeld?” I can, because I’ve had to
walk in and acclimate to those worlds
my entire life. I have this anecdote of
a time my agent sent me to a meeting.
I had written an episode for Ellen’s
first sitcom. It was my spec script that
I used to shop myself at that time, and
I got a meeting, at a very well known
production company. An awardwinning writer/producer had a pilot
that was picked up and he was
staffing. I got the meeting to go in for
a staff writing position, and the
moment I walked in the door, I’ll call
this guy Todd, you could see it on his
face. I just closed his office door and
said, “You didn’t know I was an
African American, did you?” He
said, “No, I didn’t.” He pointed to all
the scripts around his room, around
his office and said, “These are
hundreds of scripts. I read hundreds
of scripts. Your script was good
enough to rise to the top like cream
and that’s why you’re here.” And
then he said, “I have to tell you, I
don’t have a spot for a Black writer.”
Shortly thereafter I fired my agent
and left the sitcom world.

I absolutely agree that we need to
bring each other along, and not just
for the fact that we share the same
melanin and skin, but because there
are many who have a gift. I mentor
at-risk girls, Latino and Black girls,
with a creative writing program in
South Central Los Angeles, and there
are girls in that program who have
the potential to be amazing writers.
But it’s also my responsibility to do
that for anyone regardless of color.
I’m all for entertainment but I think
that we need to see more African
American women’s stories. Our
stories are not being told, and they
run the gamut from Condoleeza Rice
to Welfare Moms and everything in
between, and those stories are not
represented. I am personally tired of
seeing African Americans on the
screen depicted as drug pushers, gang
members, and welfare mamas. These
are the images that we see over and
over and over and over again.
Occasionally, you’ll see a judge or a
lawyer, you know, but the middle
classes of African America and your
average Joe, like an Everybody
Loves Raymond, in my view are not
represented enough. Chris Rock’s
latest release, I Think I Love My
Wife, is taking a stab at that and we
will see how the movie is received
by the American public. What’s so
ironic about all my thoughts I have
shared about the business, is that if
someone said I couldn’t do it
anymore, I’d be devastated, because
as much as there are aspects of
Hollywood I dislike intensely, I love
the rest of it, and I feel privileged to
do what I do.

“

Gay Brewer
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T. Faye Griffin was born in South Central Los
Angeles, she is a Writer-ProducerMotivational Speaker. Ms. Griffin has earned
the reputation of being one of the
entertainment industry’s most diversified
writer/producers. Her television credits range
from BET to PBS, and include the Emmy
Award-winning comedy In Living Color, The
Parent ‘Hood, Steve Harvey’s Big Time, and
The Domestic Goddess Hour starring
Roseanne Barr. Her first feature film credit
(writing) was Don’t Trip...He Ain’t Through
With Me Yet. A sought after comedy writer,
Ms. Griffin has found her place among the
personal writing staff of superstar comedian
Steve Harvey. She is also the creator and CoExecutive Producer of BET’s hit comedy
series, Coming to the Stage. Additionally,
Griffin’s latest stage play Spook Night opens
at The Lillian Theater in August.
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