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The Myth of Sufficient Progress

We’ve conflated abuse with artistry.

—Liz Hsiao Lan Alper

We were lost.

It was early 2007, and I was driving down a dusty road in rural Texas. It had been a while since we’d seen any signs of civilization. I’m sure more than one Hollywood publicist has thought about leaving a journalist in a ditch. Was this the time one would finally do it?

I took heart from the presence of my husband in the passenger seat. It’d be harder to leave two of us behind. But where were we going? The pair of publicists in the car ahead of us were supposedly leading us to a remote field where NBC’s Friday Night Lights was filming a first-season episode. We had long since left the outskirts of Austin, and the few abandoned-looking houses we’d seen along the way were a memory.

Then we saw the cranes. Not birds; the kind of enormous cranes used to give grand scope to something being filmed. What we witnessed on an improvised football field far outside Austin was certainly epic. We’d arrived in time to see the show shoot scenes for “Mud Bowl,” a grime-filled, grass-stained, heart-stirring episode that became a fan favorite and helped establish the show as one of the best on network television.

Within a few months of Friday Night Lights’s debut, it was increasingly clear that the show was not just good but magical. It brought extraordinary intimacy and specificity to the fictional Texas town of Dillon, and its ensemble cast of established actors and promising newcomers impressed me more and more each week. The relationships and characters were gripping, funny, and bittersweet—often all at once. The immediacy of its aesthetic style and the acute emotional perception of the writing and acting made it not just unique but unmissable. I knew that if I did not see how these people did this magic trick, I would explode.

So deep into the heart of Texas I went, and I had one of the best experiences of my professional life.

The slideshow of memories is exquisite and precious. Not long after we turned up, a helmeted man arrived on a motorcycle. Tucked inside the man’s leather jacket was the most adorable Jack Russell terrier of all time. The dog jumped out of the jacket, off the bike, and skittered away. Kyle Chandler then removed his helmet and said hello. That evening, Taylor Kitsch reclined in a director’s chair and roasted the low-budget projects he’d appeared in, making Jesse Plemons and me laugh. On the football field, rain machines pelted the actors with water over and over. Lots of people got soaked. It was glorious.

Earlier in the day, my husband and I sat in folding chairs on the edge of the field, absorbing the vibe. Between takes, actors tossed around a football in the golden Texas light. Someone from the production handed me a heavier jacket than the one I had on. “You might be in the shot,” we were cheerfully told.

Because the drama’s highly mobile camera teams roved everywhere, everything and just about everyone was fair game for the show’s directors. I donned the borrowed jacket so I looked like I was enduring a chilly fall football game. Months later, we shrieked when we saw my husband in the background of a “Mud Bowl” shot, wearing his own yellow coat. It remains a deep source of joy and wonder in our household that my spouse and the NBC drama share that bond, however tiny. We are forever linked to a show we love. What a gift.

And that’s the point, right? Not just of Friday Night Lights, not just of Hollywood, but of storytelling. It’s supposed to connect us. When the connection is strong, it’s easy to believe that connection is not just a fluke but a universal aspiration. That kindness, vulnerability, artistic excellence, and healthy cooperation are always the core goals.

The generosity, openness, and undeniable creativity I witnessed on the Friday Night Lights set is how the Hollywood machine works sometimes. Of course, the show hewed to high standards on a lot of fronts. It was famously a set where actors were free to improvise lines and other performance elements, though I would be remiss if I did not note that it had a talented writing staff. The arcs, lines, and architecture the writers provided blended with the actors’ efforts to produce scenes that were perceptive, amusing, and often tremendously moving. I choose not to dwell on certain unfortunate Season 2 plot developments; what affects me more to this day was watching Connie Britton and Plemons film a gripping Season 1 scene in a nondescript high school office, shifting the dialogue in each take in order to inhabit their characters more fully and empathically. I was not just inside that room with those actors and that crew, I was inside the characters’ emotions too. I’ll never forget it.

I wanted to believe that the feeling on the Friday Night Lights set—undergirded by a sense of community and sustained by the hard work of the actors, producers, writers, and crew—was a vibe all workplaces at least attempted to achieve. How I could think that, when my first experiences with a TV production included more troubling dynamics, is a question I continue to ask myself.

The first show I ever got to visit in person was The X-Files, back when it was filming in Vancouver in the ’90s. My feelings as I arrived on the set that day are the same feelings I still get when I visit an active production now, thirty years into my career. I’m always a little nervous and usually very excited—driving onto the lot, showing my pass, seeing crew members chatting or carrying equipment around. Once I’m there, I drink everything in—who does what, how line readings change with each take, off-camera conversations that are funny, arcane, or filled with hot gossip. There are mundane moments too, and a lot of waiting around, but in the main, it’s thrilling—hundreds of professionals coming together to capture lightning in a bottle, if they can. What astonishes me is how often they do. How often this punishing, cruel, amazing industry supplies entertainment that illuminates, provides escape, or delivers fun; how regularly it transmits moments that are beautiful, shattering, or unforgettable (or all three).

It’s not all wonderful, of course. The Canadian crew of The X-Files, plus most staffers working out of cramped trailers and offices on the Fox lot in Los Angeles, were great. Really great. But two people who had power at the show were mean in ways that knocked the breath out of me. On different occasions and in very different settings, they each managed to deeply humiliate me in front of others, and one person’s ongoing bullying tactics gave me literal nightmares. Beyond my experiences, I could see how certain behaviors created cliques on and off set, and isolation for the unchosen few. Most crucially, I saw firsthand that people with less power in the industry often take their cues about how to treat others from those with more power. It doesn’t take much to set a troubling tone or establish a destructive pattern that can be dreadfully hard to combat, let alone break.

Lots of unfortunate shit from Hollywood’s past has come out in recent years, which is both necessary and infuriating. The industry trained so many of us to think that creative people are “temperamental,” and that that word—along with “passionate,” “driven,” and “difficult”—automatically encompasses some terrible things. The not-so-subtle subtext is that those damaging “norms” and processes are the price of creating memorable art. I muse a lot about how I defined the words “creative” and “genius” ten or twenty years ago. My mid-’90s—or even mid-aughts—definitions of those terms probably involved giving a pass to behaviors and attitudes I now recognize as abhorrent and gross.

I’m not the only one who’s had to reprogram my brain. “We’ve always talked about the abusive artist like, ‘Yeah, they threw a chair at someone, but by God, they were brilliant,’” said Liz Hsiao Lan Alper, a writer/creator and industry activist. “We’ve conflated abuse with artistry. And that created the conditions so that the worst of us are able to get the furthest.”

No lies detected. But because it was convenient, because it was tempting, because it was easier, because it was what most other people did, I chose to believe that healthy, respectful, creative, and equitable workplaces were, more or less, the industry norm. I . . . don’t think that anymore.

Wherever you land on the status of industry reform, know this: it is not in any Hollywood employee’s interest to tell the world about the difficulties, unprofessional conduct, biases, toxicity, or abuses they’ve endured. There’s often no upside in it, and tons of potential downsides. Unless a creative person feels they can risk rejection from an industry that is already brutal on its best day, what is the motivation to expose awful workplaces or powerful people by name? For a hundred years, the Hollywood machinery has been programmed to minimize, if not outright crush, people who step out of line or bring unwanted attention to individual, institutional, or systemic problems.

For years, I’ve done a lot of what I call “journalism triage”—talking to folks confidentially to help them decide if they want to work with members of the press. In these conversations, I explain how responsible journalism works and what a reporter needs if someone wants to tell their story in a public forum. Many times, the people I talk to decide they are not quite ready to go public. I get it, truly. I’m fully aware that telling an excruciating story even off the record can be terrifying. And as an assault survivor myself, I understand the need to slow down, process, and figure out what the least-bad survival strategies might be. I say without judgment that in the wake of many, many off-the-record conversations over the years, a sizable chunk of the worst stuff I know about the industry remains inside my brain, unpublished. (Yes, I am in therapy.)

That said, things are shifting, to a degree. The courage of those who find themselves able to speak out publicly has awed me, many times. Hollywood executives and powerbrokers are being pushed by whistleblowers, social media, the court of public opinion, and journalists like me to deal with accusations of harm, exploitation, and abuse in ways they’ve never had to before.

But the process is not without migraine-inducing setbacks. I recall a conversation I had a few years ago, in my role as a reporter and the chief television critic for the Hollywood trade publication Variety. As had become my unsettling new normal, I was investigating a story about abuse of power in the realm of television. Again.

The conversation I’m thinking of was with a PR person for a large entertainment conglomerate. It is memorable because it helped illuminate why the industry has been so resistant to change. I’d dealt with this person before, when I was slogging my way through a series of stories about nightmare bosses at that company. After this individual confirmed some information, we talked more broadly about the issues facing Hollywood. My phone and inbox were still jam-packed with tales of misery from those who feared their chance to be honest about their experiences was about to evaporate because the industry would do what it always does: wait for the storm to blow over and carry on as usual. More than a year after #MeToo broke wide open, it felt like things were getting worse, not better. The Hollywood ending I’d been trained to expect—the catharsis and change I’d been programmed to think were possible—that was nowhere in sight.

My weariness and wariness were amplified by the positive spin this PR person tried to put on the demoralizing quagmires I’d been excavating at that firm. When I mentioned the wreckage and pain we’d been wading through for months, this person brightly offered a statement along these lines: Remember how long it took for that other person at our company who was accused of abusive behavior to be fired? You have to admit, this time it took our company less time to fire this different unprofessional, toxic person you’re calling about!

This was progress?

I’ve thought, many times, of what I could have said in that moment. Sometimes I wish I had launched into a big, ranty speech. But any time I did that—usually to sympathetic industry friends and loved ones—it just tired me out. I knew a spirited tirade would be no match for a see-no-evil type who thought a tiny step toward accountability was in fact a giant leap for all Hollywood-kind. This person wasn’t alone. Every single time I dealt with a high-level loyalist from this conglomerate, they’d conveyed a similar attitude: now that they’d gotten rid of this month’s Bad Person, everything was fine. Sigh.

Even though I spent a lot of that time in a haze of exhaustion and fear, certain communications from lawyers, spin doctors, or somebody’s “team” still managed to rile me. One day I will publish a compendium of the willfully stupid reframings of toxicity as misunderstood genius that I have heard. One alarmingly awful person is convinced his emails to me—which contain false and repugnant innuendoes about a certain key source—will persuade me that I simply misunderstood him. If you need another example, here’s an exchange I had not long ago with one powerful man’s high-priced lawyer:

Me: I have dozens of sources who say that the work environment he created was abusive, unprofessional, and damaging.

Lawyer: Well, he’s worked with hundreds of people over the years, so if you think about it, that’s only a small percentage of them. Pretty good ratio, don’t you think?

This attitude is all too common: Nothing to see here! Move along.

And that was the attitude I got from that PR person. Many reporters, a huge array of sources, not to mention dozens of brave editors and publications, had risked so much to illuminate the industry’s most grotesque behaviors, patterns, and practices, and that denial-soaked conclusion was the takeaway? Many Bothans died for . . . this?

I didn’t have a response then. I do now. It’s this book.

I’ve gotten paid to watch, assess, think about, investigate, and write about popular culture and the people who make it all my adult life. Over the years, I’ve written for dozens of outlets, including the New York Times, Huffington Post, GQ, Salon, Vulture, Variety, Entertainment Weekly, and The Hollywood Reporter. These days, I’m a contributing editor at Vanity Fair. As I’ve matured as a writer, reporter, and critic, it’s been impossible to ignore the patterns, beliefs, and assumptions—the myths, really—that are so foundational to the industry that many people (including me) overlook them at first.

Myths and archetypes are among the building blocks of storytelling, and there’s nothing wrong with that. But when we use hazy, convenient fictions and magical thinking to shield ourselves from the truth—worse yet, when the powerful employ them as shovels to bury dangerous realities that create ongoing harm for large numbers of human beings—myths are no longer useful. A lot of beliefs and norms still enshrouding Hollywood are in dire need of reboots. Several of them come together in an incident from David Thomson’s 2021 book A Light in the Dark: A History of Movie Directors.

He mentions the Telluride Film Festival premiere of The Assistant, a film by Kitty Green in which a low-level employee is introduced to the toxic culture that permeates the offices of her horrific entertainment industry boss. At that festival, “The Assistant faced some resistance from movie people, good friends.” Thomson writes of the men around him, “Yes, they said, the film was well done, but they wanted more, including the revelation of monstrousness in this company being spelled out and vanquished. Perhaps they foresaw a Weinstein figure emerging from the shadowy, withdrawn way he was framed out of sight. They wanted a woman to pull the rotten castle down? These were guys, and movie men are raised to get wins.”

When they are displeased, the gods want a better myth, one that doesn’t make them look like the villains of the piece. They are the heroes, aren’t they? Aren’t they? Well, what if they aren’t? Even if they’re not the good guys, even if they’re in denial about that, they want the goddess—or rather a powerless, freshly minted tree sprite—to pull down the temple. All while remaining chaste and pure and not talking about the monsters who hurt her kind.

The kind of attitudes Thomson describes embody many of the worst, most self-serving myths Hollywood believes about itself. But they’re far from the only ones that slow down or stop the industry from making meaningful, sustainable progress. In these pages, I explore more myths about the entertainment industry, ones that workers and reporters alike have been trying to explode for years (before and after #MeToo and other reckonings). Here are just a few of them: people get ahead (more or less) based on talent and initiative; those without power are not routinely harmed or exploited; there must be something fundamentally good about people who are able to tell good stories on screens; the pursuit of putting comedy and drama on screens involves healthy liberation for all; and the kinds of biases in the civilian world don’t also permeate the workplaces that construct the stories of who we are (and who we could be). And of course, there’s also the granddaddy of them all, the myth from which so much terribleness flows: it’s normal and natural—necessary, even—for human beings to be harmed in order for creativity to be tapped and for pieces of commercial entertainment to get made.

Long ago, these myths morphed into weapons. Many people must come together to pull down what remains of the rottenest temples of belief in Hollywood. Burning it all down and creating something better—permanently, reliably better? Now that would be something.

“In this industry, the stakes are high. The costs are high, so there was always a priority put on bringing something in that was good—and that was on budget,” John Landgraf, chairman of FX Content and FX Productions, told me. “That’s a very hard thing to do in television and film—to be both good and on budget. But I think society as a whole has become distinctly aware that there’s a revolution going on right now in terms of what people will or will not tolerate for the privilege of working.”

In Hollywood, he noted, “there was almost no attention paid to that question of, ‘What are the working conditions like?’” He’s not wrong.

I’ve also encountered safe, helpful, and professional working conditions, and not just on the Friday Night Lights set. Part of the reason I can opine on what it’s like to be a Hollywood creative is because I am one. I sold a TV project to FX in 2018 and developed it for three years. It’s not going to get made, but it’s okay. I learned a lot, I have no regrets, and my dream not ending up on screen means I’ve had an experience just about every other industry writer has had.

Now I also know what it’s like to be exposed—your soul just fully exposed—on the page, and I have more respect than ever for people who create TV shows and films. That shit isn’t easy! And I say that as someone who was treated with respect and kindness every step of the way. But that is one more weapon in my arsenal of truths about creativity: I know firsthand that it does not need to involve toxicity, abuse, bias, mismanagement, repulsive behavior, or other unprofessional and damaging bullshit. Of course, I had all sorts of insulations and privileges protecting me. Still, now I know even more deeply the answer to this question: If the process could be challenging even when every person within it acted appropriately and respectfully, what on Earth is it like when those who have power over a creative process are monsters, assholes, or toxic in any way?

Well, bad. Real, real bad.

By now, you might be saying or thinking the thing that occasionally causes steam to come out of my ears. When I talk about endemic and horrendous problems in the entertainment industry, I often get the response that “it’s like that in [insert name of industry] too.” Of course it needs to be fixed there also. Exploitative, unacceptable, and biased behaviors have to be eradicated everywhere they exist. But I write about this industry, where the power dynamics are especially skewed. In Hollywood workplaces, you’ll find people worth millions working twelve to eighteen hours a day beside people who are living on ramen and barely able to pay their bills. It’s a setup that very much invites exploitation of all kinds.

Another big and extremely consequential difference: Hollywood tells us who we are—and who we can be. It may not be America’s biggest industry, but it’s surely one of the most influential. If abusers, clinical narcissists, and other awful or monstrous people control the stories that are told, that comes out in the work. Whether they’re good or bad, thoughtful or not, these stories reach billions of people all over the planet. What the industry churns out influences norms, cultures, and events that occur in reality all the time. And this goes way beyond millions of people adopting the haircuts, catchphrases, or styles of their favorite on-screen personalities. Just one example: Hollywood’s long history of promulgating offensive stereotypes about Muslims was amplified by the pulse-pounding Fox drama 24.

“In real life the time bomb situation rarely manifests and torture doesn’t produce reliable results,” James Poniewozik writes in his 2019 book Audience of One: Donald Trump, Television, and the Fracturing of America. But during and after the run of 24, which featured Jack Bauer hunting down and torturing vast numbers of (typically nonwhite) bad guys, “military officers had to deal with soldiers who now believed, because of 24—whose DVDs were passed around in Iraq—that torture worked.”

Another real-world fiasco: Donald Trump ending up in the White House. In any number of ways, the American media and entertainment industries propped up the false image of Trump as a successful businessman, then NBC came along in 2004 to supersize that lie with The Apprentice. Around the same time, TV was saturating the pop-culture landscape with an array of norm-breaking, violent, bullying men. Trump’s “character was, essentially, an antihero: the blunt, impolite apex predator who knew how to get things done,” Poniewozik writes.

After all, Tony Soprano, perhaps the most famous television character of all time, was both “an indictment of male aggression and entitlement. But he was also a fantasy of it,” Poniewozik notes. Thanks to Jeff Zucker, the former NBC executive who later supersized CNN’s coverage of Trump, the aspiring despot was able to give the people—the people who voted for him, anyway—much of what they wanted. And who had trained them to want a take-charge male rule breaker? Could it be the industry that has long celebrated destructive men, on- and off-screen?

The people who make the major decisions in the industry “don’t care. They can make a big show over how they’re oh-so-forgiving or know the ‘real’ Mel Gibson or prize the work over the man, but the end result is the same: a total lack of empathy and a willingness to perpetuate bigotry through empowering the bullies,” writes critic Kayleigh Donaldson in a piece about Gibson—who has been violent and used racist and anti-Semitic slurs—continuing to get work. “Besides, isn’t the industry full of people who have said or done things just as bad as Gibson? Roman Polanski’s still making films and winning awards. Woody Allen’s got a whole army of defenders despite 30 or so years of the allegations made by his daughter being public knowledge. Bryan Singer isn’t in jail.”

Donaldson goes on to outline a mindset I have run into endlessly: “I’m convinced that far too many people decided that [Harvey] Weinstein’s punishment was proof enough that they’d fixed the problem. Not only that but it became the new benchmark for abuse. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve seen abusive male celebrities be discussed with the dismissive insistence that what they did ‘wasn’t as bad as Weinstein’ so it’s okay, somehow. Unless you’re a serial predator with three or more decades of violence under your belt, it’s fine.”

All these mentalities and dynamics came together in an ouroboros of monstrousness in early 2016, when alleged serial abuser and predator Leslie Moonves, then chairman of CBS, said of the presidential campaign of alleged serial assaulter Donald Trump, “It may not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS.” This idea—that breaking the world matters less than making a buck from that destruction—is far from uncommon in the highest tiers of various entertainment megacorporations and the tech companies that now own many of them.

And that matters, because, like I said, what happens in the real world is influenced by what Hollywood churns out. The rise of dangerous people—in the entertainment industry and beyond—was not a preordained inevitability. The insulation and protection of Moonves (who has denied all allegations of misconduct) and men like him has not been an inevitability either. These events are the results of choices that specific people, institutions, and organizations have made, again and again. I’m one of the people who made questionable decisions, by the way: I don’t regret praising the good performances, the better seasons, and the aesthetic innovations of 24, but I could have written a lot more about its most damaging themes and their real-world implications.

We can all make different choices. And if we want a better world, we must.

It’s not that the industry has made zero progress. It’s made some. But we’re just at the start of this process. In screenwriting terms, we’re not even at the end of Act 1.

My hourlong conversation with David Nevins in the summer of 2022 was realistic, thus not migraine-inducing. Nevins is a longtime industry executive who, at the end of that year, departed his role as chairman and CEO of Paramount Premium Group (which includes Showtime) and chief creative officer of scripted series at Paramount+. He and I talked about the systemic and institutional reforms that he and his colleagues made and refined over time. When the press was policing these companies, back when #MeToo broke open the industry, executives were in pure reaction mode, observed Nevins. “You’re not making good decisions” when “you’re playing whack-a-mole,” he remarked. Having gotten past the reactive phase, there has been “a clear laying out of expectations—articulations of what is expected and what is acceptable behavior and what is not acceptable behavior,” Nevins said. “That line has moved. And it’s moved because of internal pressure, employee pressure, and press pressure. Of course, it needed to move.”

Is the whole industry fixed? Nope. But David Slack, an established writer/producer in the TV drama realm, took a CBS HR seminar in 2022. He told me it was not the perfunctory clown show that most industry people have come to expect. “It was very thoughtful,” he said. “It was grounded and real world, and you know—it didn’t feel naive. It was honest and really thorough and talked about things beyond sexual harassment.”

Slack continued with his typical frankness: “There have been some improvements, but in the industry as a whole at this time, there are no meaningful financial consequences for a company for running workplaces that are physically, mentally, emotionally, and professionally disastrous for the people who work in them.”

More fodder for that argument came in late 2022 from New York Attorney General Letitia James, whose office announced a $30.5 million settlement in relation to a series of #MeToo-related cover-ups emanating from the highest levels of CBS. After being tipped off by a Los Angeles Police Department captain about sexual assault allegations filed against then-CEO Leslie Moonves, the network’s executives, including Moonves, worked in 2017 and 2018 “to prevent the complaint from becoming public,” the AG’s office noted. This is infuriatingly ironic, given that CBS made a fortune from crime procedurals that tended to condemn, if not vilify, anyone who broke the law. But we’ve all seen enough to know that the rule of law and the imperatives of commonsense decency are frequently disregarded when it comes to powerful industry figures.

“CBS and its senior leadership knew about multiple allegations of sexual assault made against Mr. Moonves and intentionally concealed those allegations from regulators, shareholders, and the public for months,” James said in a statement, adding that “CBS and Leslie Moonves’ attempts to silence victims, lie to the public, and mislead investors can only be described as reprehensible.” According to the settlement agreement, at an industry event in November 2017—the day Matt Lauer was fired from NBC, in fact—Moonves declared, “There’s a lot we didn’t know.” I thought I detected a note of lawyerly fury in the next sentences of the legal document James’s office made public November 2, 2022: “That statement was misleading as it implied that Moonves and CBS were just learning of problems with workplace harassment at CBS, when, in truth, Moonves and other top CBS executives were actively seeking to conceal and suppress allegations” about Moonves himself.

So . . . yeah. There is indeed a lot we—the public and even the press—didn’t know. In some ways, we’re no longer as lost as we were, but we are really and truly not there yet.

You will hear, in these pages, from people who, in low and high and middle places in the entertainment industry, have treated their colleagues with kindness and consideration and lived to tell the tale. You will hear from established artists such as Harold Perrineau, Orlando Jones, and Evan Rachel Wood, from high-level executives and assistants, and all sorts of folks in between. You will hear from people who know that accountability, respect, and professionalism can coexist with creativity and inspiration—and in fact are necessary to nurture the latter entities. You will hear from those who know change is possible because they’ve helped bring it about.

The day before I interviewed Wood, I had lunch with two established writer/producers. Both are people of color. As we consumed an impressive number of coffees, one of them observed that the industry was notably different than it had been in the ’90s, when he started out. “True,” I answered. “But back then, the bar was set in hell.”

Neither disagreed.

Speaking of hell, let’s talk about Scott Rudin.
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Scott Rudin and the Myth of Necessary Monsters

The rationale was this: “We need to shut you up.”

—Samuel Laskey

When you spend a long time covering the entertainment industry, you encounter a lot of food on little sticks.

I live in the Midwest, but I regularly head to Los Angeles or New York to do interviews, see friends, and connect with professional contacts. I occasionally attend industry parties, where the vibe ranges from awkward mandatory work event to classy networking shindig with free booze. Sometimes there’s a sit-down meal, but more often, what you find is mini burgers on platters, vegetable concoctions on trays, and teriyaki chicken on tiny wooden skewers.

I’ve met some of the most engaging people in Hollywood in settings like these. I’ve often found myself sipping wine and grabbing canapés while talking to people who may be famous, or fame-adjacent. But usually they’re not, which is fine by me. Less well-known but connected people tend to know—and be willing to share—things that reporters may want to dig into later. Besides, at gatherings like these, the more famous someone is, the more likely they are to have a lot of people in their face. There are events where the very well known are not cornered like escaped zoo animals and actually appear to be having a good time, but in my experience, those functions are the exceptions to the rule.

In any case, the industry parties I go to tend to be dominated by people like Kevin Graham-Caso—folks who are curious, thoughtful, irreverent, and have names you will probably never know. I’ve met a thousand Kevins over the years. They don’t all look like him or have his background—handsome, intelligent, driven, and a former UCLA fraternity president—but we often share a similar set of interests. It’s fun to hang out with people like Kevin, fellow Hollywood trivia nerds who devoured the VideoHound movie guides, thick volumes that list tons of film facts and information nuggets. According to his identical twin brother, David, Kevin pored over those reference volumes to the point where he could find not just six degrees of separation between Kevin Bacon and other actors but between any two people mentioned within those pages.

Like so many eager, motivated young people who love pop culture, Kevin wanted to break into the film business.

“He always loved movies,” David recalled. “Our mom was diagnosed with breast cancer when we were ten, and she passed away when we were fifteen. During her chemo, we’d pop a bag of popcorn, put it in a big ziplock bag and hide it in her purse, and go to a movie.” If I had met Kevin, I absolutely would have grilled him about attending early-ish incarnations of San Diego Comic-Con. The Graham-Casos grew up in that city and got to hang out at the event before it became a gigantic, overwhelming behemoth. When conversation lags at industry parties, grabbing another chicken skewer and sharing Comic-Con stories has been an effective go-to move for many a partygoer, including me.

With his sights set on Hollywood, Kevin, in his brother’s telling, wasn’t averse to getting an education in political maneuvering, inside and outside the classroom. When they were both attending UCLA, Kevin came up with a scheme that allowed the two of them to “dictate Greek policy for the school for the entire year, absolutely infuriating the faculty advisor.” Later, a script Kevin wrote made it to the quarter-final round of the respected Nicholl Fellowships screenplay competition. Kevin cared about what was happening in the world as well. “He would sometimes joke about wanting to be more open about supporting Bernie Sanders,” David reflected, but “white, bearded thirtysomethings on the internet ruined it for the rest of us by being toxic assholes.”

That sentence kind of says it all. Kevin wanted to take up space and exert his own taste but not at the expense of others. He was driven but self-aware, and he wanted to help all kinds of artists tell stories. Kevin’s natural industry savvy, education, and knowledge of Hollywood history surely positioned him well among newbies in the industry. All the qualities he brought to the table probably would have, over time, helped get him into rooms with the right people, and quite possibly achieve notable success in his chosen field.

But we’ll never know. Kevin died by suicide in 2020. The sentences above, about Kevin’s college years and Bernie Sanders affinity, are from David’s eulogy for his brother.

All deaths leave unanswered questions. David knows there are several surrounding his brother’s passing, and that some of those mysteries will linger forever. But David is also aware of specific situations that put Kevin on a very difficult path. David told me that he believes one of the key turning points was the eight-month period, beginning in the fall of 2008, that Kevin spent working for film, television, and theater producer Scott Rudin. Rudin’s treatment of Kevin, David said, “was abusive, it was bullying, it was horrific.”

Building up a well-rounded, entertainment-focused résumé during college and right after graduation was all part of Kevin’s systematic pursuit of his ambitions. After gigs as an assistant to writer/director Jody Hill and at the powerhouse talent agency Creative Artists Agency (CAA), moving from California to New York to work as an executive assistant to Scott Rudin was a big step on the path Kevin was traveling. It did not take long for friends and roommates to notice changes in Kevin: he lost weight, he threw up a lot, his hair fell out, and he was frequently afflicted by painful kidney stones. David noticed changes in his brother when they talked and texted. He was worried, and that worry continually deepened.

Part of Kevin’s job, David learned, involved acting as a shock absorber for those who were even more vulnerable than he was. “Kevin would say, ‘Rudin’s horrible to me. But it’s better me than the next person down the rung, because he’s worse the further down you go,’” David told me.

So why didn’t Kevin just quit?

That’s a reasonable question, but it ignores a dynamic thoroughly baked into the entertainment industry. Jobs such as the one Kevin had can and often do lead to bigger and better things. “Those jobs are incredibly valuable,” a veteran writer/producer named Taura told me. “You are the least protected and you make the least amount of money, but you’re getting to be with the power players. In a lot of parts of the industry, you can’t get to your ultimate goal without going through the torture of being an assistant on a desk. So you put up with it, because what is the alternative?”

Writer and producer Samuel Laskey is among many I’ve spoken to over the years who have witnessed or experienced this exact scenario. He started a job as an intern at Scott Rudin Productions in 2008. He went into the office two days a week, without pay (aside from a $10 daily lunch stipend). Later, Laskey worked as a reader providing “coverage,” or summaries of novels Rudin was interested in. For that, he got $70 per book. Given that most novels he read were around 400 pages, Laskey’s compensation was, as he told me, “not even minimum wage.”

Around the same time that Laskey started, film, television, and theater producer Eli Bush began working there. Bush stuck it out in Rudin’s employ and ended up with his name in the credits of acclaimed films like Lady Bird and Fences. Bush’s years with Rudin clearly paid off, career-wise; he ended up with the kind of stature and credits people like Kevin dream of acquiring.

“He was something of a friend. I liked him,” Laskey said of his relationship with Bush. “Personally, I don’t see how you can work for Rudin for that long and not be morally compromised. I think for monsters like Scott Rudin to exist, it requires a network of people who consider themselves to be genuinely decent and good who, for reasons of power and ambition, look the other way. But the thing is, it would have been extremely easy for me to have gone along with it all and worked for somebody that I knew was a monster. I like to think of myself as a good person. I like to think of myself as somebody who would not participate in awful behavior that hurts people. But when I was twenty-one, the only reason I didn’t continue [after a few years working for Rudin] was because I was burned out. There but for the grace of God go I, you know?”

People in low-level jobs also put up with awful things because of the consequences of pushing back. “Assistants are the easiest people to blackball,” Taura said. When a high-status person sets out to ruin another individual’s career—even if all the powerful person has are lies, innuendos, and false stories—it often works. Even if it doesn’t work permanently, a campaign to destroy someone’s professional (and even personal) reputation can do massive, lasting damage—mentally, physically, and financially. It’s not uncommon for me to come across people who haven’t worked for years or who left the industry because they were punished for standing up for themselves in a bad work situation—or for simply making a powerful person feel angry or embarrassed. False stories about the “offender” generally circulate through the informal backchannels that are the hallmark of many Hollywood relationships; the hiring ecosystem revolves around personal networks and word-of-mouth referrals. As a result, those rumors can profoundly disrupt a career—or a life.

Some of the revelations about what Kevin—and many others—endured from Rudin came to light in a series of stories that were published in the spring of 2021. Vulture, The Hollywood Reporter, and the New York Times published long, detailed exposés of decades of Rudin’s horrific behavior. His reputation was not an industry secret. But the sheer tonnage of horrifying stories was sobering, to say the very least.

According to the allegations in those articles, Rudin smashed a computer monitor on one assistant’s hand, sending that man to the hospital. He screamed at people and became enraged so often that it wasn’t unusual for employees to hide from him. Many former Rudin employees—and thanks to the high turnover at the producer’s company during the past few decades, they are legion—talked about living with major mental and physical aftereffects from the towering stress their boss created every day.

At one point, after a Rudin tantrum involving a shattered glass bowl, an HR staffer had a panic attack and left the office in an ambulance. She never returned. Multiple sources described the incident in which Kevin was forced by Rudin to exit a car that was in motion. (Kevin told his brother the car was “not all the way pulled over or stopped.”) Taken as a whole, the Rudin stories paint a picture of a workplace that was, for decades, severely abusive and traumatizing for nearly every employee who came through the door.

Over the years, Rudin profiles hadn’t shied away from describing his despicable behavior, but they often put a frame around it that lent it a certain glamour, if not necessity. These pieces made him sound like an effective tough guy who knew how to get things done. A semi-admiring 2005 Wall Street Journal profile, for example, bore the headline “Boss-Zilla!”

In a Rudin feature published by The Hollywood Reporter in 2010, the writer notes that Rudin could be “angry” and hard on employees, but overall, the piece paints a picture of a serious man who can be “utterly, almost dazzlingly charming.” In that profile, Rudin indicates that he is calmer and more centered than he was in previous years, and that assertion goes largely unchallenged. The writer notes that in the ’90s, Rudin called him “‘a pathological liar’ while not quite telling the truth himself,” and does not meaningfully push back against what appears to be the producer’s preferred story line, which amounted to the following: if Rudin did bad things, that was in the past. The piece, like most others, does not meaningfully excavate what it was really like to work for Rudin but points out how valuable he was as a purveyor of high-minded films and plays, many of which were based on well-regarded literary works.

The overall vibe of that Hollywood Reporter piece recalls a story that appeared a decade earlier in the Observer. The verbal abuse, the constant firings, the throwing of objects—every box on the Rudin profile checklist was ticked, but within the confines of a droll piece that characterized his management style as containing “explosive verve.” The wry, knowing flavor of that 2001 story could be summed up as “we’re all adults here, let’s just recognize that Rudin is the kind of abrasive guy who naturally rises in this dog-eat-dog industry.” Rudin apparently relished the reputation these kinds of pieces promoted: One Vulture source noted that he was “proud” of the “Boss-Zilla!” profile. Rudin “produced that article,” a former assistant said.

The blend of cynicism and credulous condescension on display in these profiles is disappointing. Even more dispiriting are the quotes from former Rudin assistants who gladly describe how they themselves had gone on to become abusive bosses. Then again, the cycle of bullying and unprofessional conduct is not that surprising, given the ways in which Rudin-style workplace horror shows have long been normalized and rewarded by Hollywood.

Defenders of Rudin and those indifferent to his approach like to point out that Rudin has not been accused of putting his hands on anyone, so what’s really the problem? They believe that abusive, cruel, vindictive behavior is beyond the pale only if it involves some form of physical contact, and if you can’t handle a “tough” work environment, you shouldn’t be in the business. It’s worth noting that this attitude has trickled down, generation after generation, from the biggest, most influential powerbrokers in Hollywood; they’re the one who set these “rules.” Even if people with power in the industry right now don’t personally hew to this code, they came up when this was emphatically how it often worked.

“The mindset is, unfortunately, ‘Why are you raking this guy over the coals?’” said Laskey. “Because anything short of stabbing someone or assaulting someone or raping someone—it’s like, ‘That doesn’t count.’”

Laskey remembers a lot about the day he started working as an intern for Rudin. The office manager made Laskey sign various documents, including an NDA, or nondisclosure agreement. She said the NDA was necessary because reporters were always trying to figure out what Rudin was working on. That may well have been a concern, but Laskey now sees the NDA in a different light: “Looking back on it now, the point of signing the NDA that first day—the first moments I was in the office—I think the rationale was this: ‘We need to shut you up.’ It was to stop me from talking about whatever happened in that office.”

The office manager also offered a list of tips to Laskey and other new employees: Don’t make eye contact with Rudin. Whenever he comes in, look like you’re working. Do whatever you can to be seen and not heard. “All the ‘rules’ amounted to, ‘Don’t make yourself a target of his wrath,’” Laskey said.

It sounded like the office manager was trying to normalize a culture of abuse, I pointed out.

“Yes, 100 percent,” Laskey replied. “What’s weird about it is, I have extremely fond memories of this person, because it felt like she was the bulwark against the bad things happening to interns. It felt like she was protecting us. But at the same time, she was permitting an environment that was hugely abusive to everybody in it.”

Laskey didn’t know any better, and that may have been the point. Most people working for Rudin during Laskey’s time at the company were under twenty-five. “This was a lot of people’s first job,” he observed. Laskey and others were young, enthusiastic about movies, and naive. All these attributes are not just utilized by many industry bosses—they’re weaponized against employees. “You assume that the way you’re treated in your first job is the way you’re supposed to be treated, because you don’t know any differently,” he said.

Of course Rudin, like most industry abusers, could be winning at times: “I never met a more charming man when he wants to be,” Laskey recalled. But those engaging moments did not change the basic dynamics of the office, where living in fear and hair-trigger changes in the boss’s mood were the norm. “He would break somebody. He would ruin somebody’s day,” Laskey said. “And then Meryl Streep would walk into the office, and he would flip a switch. ‘It’s so wonderful to see you,’ and a kiss on each cheek.”

According to Laskey, he regularly saw coworkers sobbing in the break room, and he remembers with particular fondness—and regret—a female coworker whom he calls “one of the sweetest, nicest, most generous human beings I’ve ever met.” She left the entertainment industry after her experiences with Rudin, as far as Laskey knows. “I repeatedly saw her crying because she was so broken by the way he treated her,” Laskey recalled. “And this was someone he’d given a pashmina—a gift worth thousands of dollars.”

In 1994, George Huang wrote and directed a film called Swimming with Sharks, which centered on a monstrous film-industry type not unlike Rudin. Huang had worked for the famously abrasive producer Joel Silver, and in the decades after the movie came out, there’s been a lot of speculation about who served as the inspiration for Swimming with Sharks’s central character, a film executive who terrorizes a young assistant, who then snaps and turns on the exec. Over the years, industry people have generally agreed that the character could be a blend of Silver, Rudin, and any number of other industry moguls.

Certainly, many bold-faced names (past and present) would more than qualify as inspirations for the character. A former assistant for an Oscar-winning film and television producer told me that, years ago, the man asked him to locate a French magazine called Cuir (pronounced “queer”). The assistant assumed it was a specialist magazine, perhaps catering to an LGBTQ+ audience. After many hours in bookstores, he came back empty-handed, expecting an outburst; the producer greeted success “with anger—failure got totally undiluted rage,” the former assistant told me. There was no Cuir; the whole thing had been a prank.

Veterans of the industry and reporters covering it have too many similar confirmations of its toxic folkways in our memory banks. A 2018 piece by Chicago Tribune critic Nina Metz quotes since-deleted tweets from writer/producer Angelina Burnett, who’d written that when she was coming up, Swimming with Sharks was “required viewing” for those starting out in Hollywood: “Veteran assistants recommended it as a way to emotionally prepare for what was coming. It was near guaranteed you were gonna get screamed at, and it was a badge of honor to be able to take it.”

Huang talked to Metz about realizing that Hollywood insiders had gone in a completely unexpected direction with their response to the movie. “It does sort of frighten me that people see the film as a primer,” Huang said. “It isn’t proscriptive. I was merely holding a mirror up to the way it works. It was supposed to be a cautionary tale, not a how-to—but I still had agents and managers and producers calling me and saying, ‘Hey, can I get a copy of the film? We want to show it to our trainees.’”

“As assistants, we were treated like machines,” writer/producer Liz Hsiao Lan Alper told me. “It’s The Hunger Games—everyone jokes about that, and that joking normalizes it. It all is treated as if it has comedic value—it’s The Devil Wears Prada. All these norms and movies are basically saying to you, ‘This is what you have to do, what you have to commit to, if you want to succeed. And if you don’t, you’re the problem.’” And if those climbing the ladder don’t go along with that, according to writer/producer Wendy Mericle, who started out as an assistant, “You’d get told, ‘You’re just not cut out for this.’”

Perhaps the pervasiveness of this mindset explains what occurred in the spring of 2021, after the Rudin stories came out and the response was, for the most part . . . silence. Four years after #MeToo, four years of many reporters and sources trying to expose all kinds of horrendous “norms” for what they were, and what had any of it accomplished?

It was hard not to wonder, because only a dozen or so even moderately well-known industry people spoke out against Rudin and his conduct around the time the Vulture, The Hollywood Reporter, and New York Times stories came out. Those who did speak up included Sutton Foster and Hugh Jackman (the leads of Broadway’s Music Man revival, which Rudin had been set to produce before “stepping away”), writer and producer Michael Chabon, and actors Karen Olivo, Anthony Rapp, and Tavi Gevinson. Also on that short list was producer Megan Ellison, who said on social media that The Hollywood Reporter story barely scratched “the surface of Scott Rudin’s abusive, racist, sexist behavior.”

In an April 2021 piece, Chabon writes about his complicity in having collaborated with Rudin for twenty years on various projects. He didn’t know everything, but, Chabon notes, “I knew enough. I regularly, even routinely, heard him treat his staff, from the new kid doing the coffee run to the guy just under Scott on the SRP [Scott Rudin Productions] organizational chart, with what I would call a careful, even surgical contempt, like a torturer trained to cause injuries that leave no visible marks.” Chabon apologizes, adding that he knows that apology isn’t enough: “I’m ashamed. I regret, and I want to apologize for my part in enabling Scott Rudin’s abuse, simply by standing by, saying nothing, looking the other way. I regret most of all that Kevin Graham-Caso is not here for me to tell him personally how sorry I am.”

“For me to act like I can’t afford to support those coming forward would be to act out of careerism and call it powerlessness,” Gevinson writes in an essay that came out the same month. Chabon and Gevinson—both established but far from the most powerful people in Rudin’s orbit—started a conversation about complicity, enabling, and toxic norms. It ended quickly. Because from the dozens of A-listers and major companies Rudin had long worked with . . . nothing. A vast, echoing nothing.

Joel and Ethan Coen, Jennifer Lawrence, Denzel Washington, Wes Anderson, Noah Baumbach, Greta Gerwig, Aaron Sorkin, producer Amy Pascal: none of them would comment on Rudin to the New York Times. I wasn’t the only one stunned by the wall of “no comments” from studios and dozens of “A-list names that Rudin has helped propel to more than 150 Oscar nominations and 17 Tonys,” as one 2021 story about the “crickets” from the industry noted. “It’s not exactly controversial to say that abuse shouldn’t be tolerated,” actor Anthony Rapp said in that Associated Press piece. “That’s the least someone can do, and that almost no one has done it is sad and infuriating to me.”

There was one tiny blip in the A-list radio silence: According to a Vulture piece published in June of that year, Rudin once verbally abused a female assistant in front of Frances McDormand and Joel Coen, who have worked with Rudin a number of times. In that story, both denied (through their representatives) witnessing the incident, and they otherwise made no comments on Rudin until that fall, when they began promoting an awards-bait film that the producer had been attached to until his name was removed from it.

In their first comments on Rudin, McDormand and Joel Coen both repeatedly made the point that they had never seen unprofessional behavior by Rudin. They went out of their way to note that, over the years, their own workplace behavior has been impeccable, as if that explained years of working with Rudin despite the negative stories they confirmed they’d heard about him. McDormand ended her brief remarks on Rudin by saying, “I think that’s enough. And so I’m really interested, this article . . . is it about the film?”

Wow.

To hear such dismissive, tone-deaf sentiments from anyone is disappointing. But to see that level of callous deflection from a woman who’d championed greater inclusion in the industry while carving out a brilliant career as an artist, well, it was both infuriating and an enormous blow to the spirit.

Around that time, Aaron Sorkin, in his first public comments on Rudin, noted that he was glad that the producer was no longer associated with Sorkin’s Broadway show, To Kill a Mockingbird, and pointed out that Rudin had faced other professional consequences (though Rudin would, Sorkin mentioned, still make money from the play). But Sorkin, who worked on multiple projects with Rudin over the years, echoed the see-no-evil mentality that remains prevalent in the industry. “The stories that I had heard over the last 12 years were the kinds of things that—they could have been scenes from The Devil Wears Prada. There was no violence,” Sorkin said. “There’s nothing physical at all in the stories that I heard.”

Sorkin probably does not wake up in the morning with the intention of giving me rage migraines, but he’s spectacularly good at it. As actor Josh Charles (the star of Sorkin’s Sports Night) put it that week on Twitter when referring to the “cringeworthy” interview, “I don’t hate the man [Sorkin], and actually feel kinda bad for him as being the most insecure and egotistical must be really hard.”

In any event, given his long-term association with Rudin and how many press accounts have mentioned unacceptable behaviors spanning many years, Sorkin’s assertion that he had no awareness of unprofessional or abusive incidents is difficult to believe. But even if we take him at his word, in that interview, Sorkin reaffirmed those truly noxious—and widespread—entertainment industry mentalities. Once again, a powerful industry person indicated that it was okay for a peer to create a bullying, vindictive, traumatic work culture, as long as it stopped short of certain kinds of physical violence.

Sorkin, not quite done putting both feet in his mouth, added that he didn’t comment to the New York Times or other publications in the spring of 2021 because Rudin was “flat on the mat.” He said, “I couldn’t think of anyone who would benefit from my saying something but me.” What about Rudin’s employees, past and present? What about the legions of assistants, support staff, crews—on Broadway, in TV, and in film—who have been subjected to all kinds of abuse from Rudin and people like him for decades? The irony of Sorkin trying to drum up business for a play about moral choices by repeatedly abdicating his own is almost hilariously depressing. And yet it is so on brand when it comes to many in the industry’s elite echelons. Sorkin may be a pompous, oblivious blowhard who has written some decent things now and then, but he’s also a blowhard whose attitudes indicate what many in the top ranks of the industry think and are too savvy to say in interviews.

Even if his assertions were myopic and harmful, at least Sorkin said something, making a change from the silence about Rudin, which still reverberates through the industry. Producer Megan Ellison said online that she understood the silence, although she didn’t endorse it: “Too many are afraid to speak out. I support and applaud those who did. There’s good reason to be afraid because he’s vindictive and has no qualms about lying.”

Even so, all the “no comments” made quite a contrast to late 2017 and 2018, when dozens of high-profile industry people put out statements condemning Weinstein and other men accused of harassment and assault. The many allegations going back decades about Rudin do not involve sexual violence, and perhaps this partly explained the reticence after the Rudin stories emerged. His conduct might be at one end of the Hollywood abuse spectrum, but given the toleration—no, the veneration—of Swimming with Sharks behavior, the things he did were tacitly condoned. Especially if those actions were directed, as Laskey pointed out, at “nobodies.”

“The fame of Weinstein’s victims helped drive the campaign to take him down,” Laskey told me. “I mean, it sounds like Scott yelled at writers or directors or actors at certain points. But I think the reason Scott was not immediately, roundly condemned by all the talent in Hollywood is because this was kind of viewed as par for the course. You can’t attack celebrities and get away with it forever. You can abuse the twenty-one-year-old assistant who left the industry and nobody ever heard from again.”

It’s not hard to come to the conclusion that Kevin Graham-Caso knew this.

“I think the quote was, ‘You quit on me—you’re dead to me. You’ll never work again.’ It wasn’t subtle,” David recalled of Kevin’s stint with Rudin. “It was very clear that once you started working for him, if you left on anybody’s terms but his, you were giving up on your career.”

For Kevin, working under these abjectly awful conditions was compounded by the stress of repeatedly getting “soft” fired by Rudin—i.e., let go but expected to return to work as if nothing had happened. Or when Kevin was told he was “nothing.” Or when he had to duck the objects Rudin threw at him.

After his time working for Rudin, Kevin lived with depression, anxiety, and PTSD. Years after finally leaving the producer’s employ, Kevin sent his brother a link to a trade publication article containing accounts of the industry’s routinely disrespectful treatment of assistants. The stories from support staffers had been compiled by Pay Up Hollywood, a grassroots group that advocates for better pay and treatment of entry-level workers. “It was still very much affecting him a decade later,” David told me. “He said he had thrown up reading this article. It induced a panic attack.”

“It’s hazing,” said Kyle, a screenwriter who has worked as an assistant for renowned producers and actors. Even though he has generally liked his employers (despite a weird incident in which a famous actor pressured him to eat cupcakes because the actor could not do so), he said that the job of an assistant in Hollywood is “100 percent exploitative. I truly think the way the industry has structured it makes it so.”

And so we arrive at the costs that do not appear on any industry balance sheet: the value, the profit, and the art that would have been added to our world had so many not been driven out by bias, abuse, toxicity, and norms that are not remotely normal at all.

Erika Herzog was a rarity at Scott Rudin Productions, in that she was approaching thirty when she worked there in the late ’90s. She’d come East after getting a film degree at the University of Michigan and working in the industry as a production assistant and a script supervisor. The fact that she had Hollywood credentials and experience were not points in her favor, she told me. Rudin didn’t hire her—his business manager did—and in the office’s “bullpen” and on the literary acquisitions team, he often surrounded himself with attractive men “fresh out of the Ivy League,” Herzog noted. “I was none of those things.” It was not pleasant to be an “outlier,” she said. The eight months at Rudin’s company were so stressful that she developed a severe anxiety disorder, and after she left, she went to work for an investment bank, where “people were throwing balls at my head and stuff.” She reflected, “It was so much better to go work in a bullpen at an investment bank in New York City than it was to work at Scott Rudin’s.”

Years later, Herzog got a job at a well-known television network in New York, but she found the industry no more welcoming than it had been earlier. “It was an environment of fear,” said Herzog. “In meetings, I was told not to speak up, not to ask any questions. I was told to just shut up and do what I was told. Really, they just wanted fresh meat just graduated from college that they could pay some completely unlivable salary like $22,000 a year.”

After repeated attempts to contribute to it, she’s given up on the entertainment industry and now works a corporate job in another field. One small blessing is that these days, she’s able to watch movies; for years after working for Rudin, the former film studies major couldn’t bring herself to do so. The atmosphere Rudin created made her turn her back on her biggest artistic love. “The team before mine was subjected to much worse conditions in the realm of physical and mental abuse. . . . And the team when I was there was absolutely terrorized,” she said.

Though they didn’t work there at the same time, the atmosphere Herzog described was on a continuum with what Laskey endured and what was depicted in the 2021 stories. Most people in Rudin’s office were young, and they existed in various states of extreme dread and fear due to their boss’s “explosive rage,” in the words of Herzog, who remembers a male assistant’s hands shaking as he rolled calls and forced himself to speak in a smooth, calm voice.

The assistants, who were generally a little older than the interns, tried very hard to protect the interns from abuse, Laskey told me. “It was kids protecting kids,” Laskey said. “You don’t know any better. And for the longest time, I thought this was what the industry was.”

It doesn’t have to be like that. And it was encouraging for David to read the 2021 essay by Chabon, with whom he later had a “gracious” DM conversation. “I let him know that it really mattered and how much we appreciated him saying something,” David said. “As the brother of somebody who killed himself after this abuse, to hear somebody say that and to acknowledge that meant the world.” But while Chabon’s effort to be accountable brought with it a measure of healing, in some ways, the attention paid to his brother’s story was excruciating for David.

“The idea that his memory would cause some sort of change or dent in the world, even after his death, that made me feel good,” David noted. “And then it made me feel absolutely crushed, because I wanted nothing more than to call him and say, ‘Look at all these people who love you; look at all these people who care and who are willing to say something on your behalf.’ And he’s not here.”

What is still here are the norms, the dynamics, and the routine mistreatment and exploitation that allow men like Rudin to flourish. The industry’s many intake valves too often function as machinery meant to keep out—or wear down or break down—people like Kevin. I often compare the industry to a series of linked sifting devices. Frequently, when it comes to positions of leadership, influence, wealth, and power, the industry machinery has sifted in favor of assholes, sociopaths, toxic jerks, nightmare narcissists, well-connected incompetents, and garden-variety abusers. Those at the highest tiers of the industry generally don’t want to talk about why that’s so. In the spring of 2021, the well-regarded studio A24, which worked with Rudin many times, ended its relationship with him. A year later, I asked an A24 PR person if executives there would talk about the firm’s involvement with Rudin and whether they’d ever work with him again. The A24 representative said they declined to comment.

Once again Hollywood—which I sometimes call the Forgetting Machine—waited for something to blow over, so that business as usual could resume. It typically works. And that pattern generally allows the worst usual suspects to take cover and regroup.

What’s strange is that, as writer/producer Hannah told me, for all the industry’s reputation as a place of swagger and overconfidence, it’s very easy to come across executives who “don’t stand by their own taste” and aren’t willing to be decisive. “You’re not rewarded for bold choices,” she said. “You’re not rewarded for taking a risk. No one gets fired for saying no.”

Holding on to
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