
  
    9: Never Stop Reinventing Yourself!


    


    Sometimes it’ll go nowhere— but when the opposite happens…


    


    “Yeah, we’re goin’ back in a coupla weeks. Anyway, I was like, thinking it might be fun to youknow shoot a documentary…”


    I almost choked on my burger. “Fun?” Not even close. He had me.


    Over lunch in Greenwich Village, our close friend, actor Gerry Matthews had just tossed out a totally irresistible proposition! To shoot a film about his actress wife, Freddie Weber, returning to her middle-American roots for her 15th high school reunion.


    Gerry and Freddie were a truly hip, fun couple. Extremely successful, they appeared in top nightclubs, off-Broadway shows, and a few movies. They also performed in a lot of commercials both on-camera and via voice-over.


    The prospect of filming Freddie, this now-sophisticated New Yorker, revisiting her small-town and old chums in Beardstown, Illinois? For me it was an instant winner. I could almost taste the chance to candidly observe and record all of the inherent contrasts, the attitudes and conflicts old and new, as they reacted to her, and vice-versa.


    Another part of its appeal was more personal: my own high school class had never held a reunion— at least one of which I was aware. And having cut nearly all of my ties to Chicago only two years after graduation, I had sometimes wondered how my friends had fared. As well as, admittedly vainly, what it might be like to reconnect and compare lives and accomplishments, especially with those who’d chosen more conventional paths. And with a few who had dissed me. Shooting/observing Freddie’s reunion suggested a sort of proxy, substitute experience for me.


    I excitedly enlisted a classmate from the NYU film course I’d taken, Joe Shulman, who had crewed for me on several commercials, to handle sound, paying only for his expenses. Holly also loved the idea, and eagerly agreed to serve as production assistant.


    As I’d done with The Hiding Place, we approached the project with no commercial end-frame in mind. Additionally, despite almost everything by then being shot in color, at my urging we chose grainy, high-speed black & white. The reasons: to obviate the time-devouring necessity of setting up lights, and because we did not want to glamorize/artificialize any of it. Further, I had always felt that it was that very quality, that visual crudeness, which my generation associated with newsreels, that would make our film come across as more “real,” more believable.


    And so, with Gerry and I sharing costs, and with rented cameras and sound equipment, Holly, myself, Joe, Freddie and Gerry descended on Beardstown. An achingly typical Midwest river community, its population of 2,500 virtually was the same as when Freddie had been growing up there— one of those rural non-college towns that dot America. With our two 16mm Arriflexes, mikes and Nagra tape-recorder, during the following four days we shot 4.5 hours of very candid footage.


    Another freeing, truly exciting experience, making it up as we went, not knowing ahead of time what we’d get, we covered Freddie with close friends who’d never left, and a few who had, at parties, local bars, the reunion itself and, for me the best of all— talking-head interviews with her classmates, hearing about how their lives had gone, and seeing the effects as well in their voices, body-language and dress.


    The weekend’s climax was Memorial Day, with its inevitable town square ceremony, complete with solemn, droning speeches, flag-raising, and an incredibly Norman Rockwell-esque VFW rifle squad firing a 21-gun salute. We captured that as well as, to me, the most telling sign of the time— 1969: there were more people on the speakers’ podium than there were spectators. And among the latter we filmed some wonderful, silent faces that spoke onscreen far more clearly and eloquently than words.


    Back in New York City, viewing our hours of footage immediately confirmed something that had hit me while we were shooting it. Aside from Freddie, not one of the people we’d photographed was a “city person,” with the attitude, pretense and guardedness thus implied.


    Instead, they were almost startling in their openness. Unafraid to reveal who they were, to be, if they were, ordinary, vulnerable, unsophisticated. Life, for some had been more fortunate than for others. But all had given us the gift of their honesty. And even though a few tried in one or two instances to conceal, they weren’t very good at it, so their truths also came through.


    Overall, their sometimes painfully candid on-camera remarks about themselves and others were almost completely without guile. It was as if they’d trusted us to not make fools of them. And I knew as I watched them again and again, that we owed them. We had an obligation to not take the admittedly tempting, all-too-easy route of turning our film into a smartass, uppity, sophisticates-looking-down-our-noses-at-the-yokels movie.


    Happily, Gerry fully agreed, and that view— more than anything other than keeping it about Freddie going back to her reunion— is what informed our approach as we began editing our film.


    Meanwhile, over the past several years I’d made several more passes at creating a syndicated comic-strip, each separated by months and my busy advertising illustration schedule. And with progressively waning enthusiasm. But, because of the freeing-up changes in my rendering technique, each one had a marginally better, envelope-pushing “look.”


    One strip was about an adventurous space-and-rocket-scientist. I followed that with one about a crusading newspaperman. Both were rejected by the major syndicates— and I was actually relieved. My third and final attempt, which I pretty much walked through, had a college setting, its protagonist a cutting-edge— and edgy— physicist/professor. I never got as far as trying to sell it.


    It was my truth-time.


    Among the many realities-not-until-then-faced were personal readings gradually accumulated, about the essential nature of this profession I’d striven for since my teens. Observations about what it did to its practitioners, the comic-strip artists I’d come to know who were successful in the business. Perceptions, and conclusions drawn that I’d either discounted or chosen to deny. Namely, that in working alongside these guys, I had almost from the beginning seen some very real negatives to their for-that-era high-paying game.


    First, I had gotten the sense that they were in this velvet-lined trap, virtually all of them profoundly bored by their work, but earning so much that walking away from it was off the table. Though none actually said so (to me, anyway), it seemed that were it not for the toys and lifestyles they’d grown used to, most of them would abandon these grinds in a New York minute. For the story-strip guys especially, “endless” was the key word; they were never finished with a job, never experienced closure. One “story” morphed into another, on and on, with no break. I suppose the gag-a-day strip guys had it a little better— but in my view not by much.


    Along with these fellows’ lack of job-and-creative satisfaction were what I saw as resultant, very similar compulsive, compensatory self-destructive behavior-patterns— usually in the form of booze and/or women and/or some other more complex neuroses. I recall commenting more than once that most of them seemed to be sitting at their drawing-boards, ankle-deep in pools of their own blood.


    Bottom line, I finally accepted what I’d known-but-denied for so long. That the very idea of spending my entire life working with the same-size sheets of drawing paper, and the same tools, over and over and over, with never a sense of finishing something and starting anew, was not for me.


    It was a job that, bluntly put, would cause me to go out of my fucking mind.


    And in the same area was an even more disquieting piece of the equation— the realization that I had become as expert at my craft as I would ever be. With perhaps another 30 or 35 productive years ahead of me, the thought of continuing to do that which I’d already more-or-less mastered was dreary indeed, not one that I could possibly accept.


    All of which left me— for the first time in my memory— in the truly frightening, disoriented position of being without a specific, envisionable goal.


    Me. The kid who, back in Chicago, had been held up as an example, albeit self-consciously, by more than one of my friends’ mothers: “See, dummy? Tommy knows what he wants to do with his life.”


    However, that scary end-frame vacuum quickly turned into a refreshing asset. It opened me to exciting possibilities I’d never before permitted myself to consider. One in particular.


    


    Our spare-time editing of the Beardstown footage continued, ending in freezing it at 18 minutes. The title we chose: Reunion. We began screening the film for friends and, on the off-chance that it was in any way commercial, that we might recoup at least some of our investment, we invited theatrical distributors of short films. An always-limited, and by then really diminished market, there were very few people still in that business. And even fewer based in or near New York. Nonetheless worth a shot, once each week or so, we booked the very plush Rizzoli Screening Room, on 5th Avenue just south of 57th Street.


    Where, startlingly, with each viewing of the finished version, I began to absorb a major lesson about documentary filmmaking. The obvious: it needed further cutting. Though at first I wasn’t sure of what. Only a growing but still misty sense of false notes. With that came the steadily intensifying wish that we might find an excuse— a justification for going back and taking another whack or two at it.


    We got it one afternoon at the end of a showing at the Rizzoli, in the form of a comment from Lester Schoenfeld. The then-number-one national distributor of theatrical shorts, Lester was the best, and pretty much the last of our always slight chances. We were grateful that he’d accepted our invitation. As the room emptied, Gerry and I stood in the row just in front of Mr. Schoenfeld’s. We leaned on the seatbacks, practically in his discouragingly deadpan face, and with naked hope on ours, I threw him our question.


    “So, Lester— whaddya think?”


    Memorably, the portly, balding, middle-aged veteran of the business removed the cigar from his mouth, glanced at the ash, then back at us. Still expressionless, he shrugged and, with a wave of his other hand, dispensed his wisdom:


    “Talks too much. Lose three minutes.”


    Period.


    I mean, you’ve gotta love that kind of conciseness.


    And breathtakingly on-the-money it was. Though I’d reached essentially the same conclusion, I’d have described it differently— and not nearly as succinctly. And Gerry felt it, too.


    Because during those repeated viewings we’d finally recognized a truth about the documentary form— particularly the kind that doesn’t feature pontifical talking heads. It was this: though you may start out with a particular theme or statement in mind, you had damned well better look at and listen to what you actually get on film. Because that footage, that content, will tell you what your movie is really about.


    Moreover, if you try to impose something else onto it, the end-product will ring the ‘Wrong!’ bell. That was the increasingly loud sound Gerry and I had been hearing.


    Now, I realize the above is arguably a generalization, but in the case of Reunion, while our original intent was to make a film about a New York actress returning to her hometown, we had come to realize that those 4.5 hours of footage had captured something else. Something larger. And almost in sync with Lester Schoenfeld’s comment, we had figured out what it was!


    With Freddie as catalyst rather than central subject, the film we’d shot was in fact— on an admittedly not-very-deep plane— actually about a very particular— and ubiquitous— category of American small towns. The kind that lack an intellectual core— a college or university.


    The kind of place that dots America’s heartland. The towns that people leave, but almost never move to.


    Because of what had passed in front of our cameras— and arguably due to the personal filters we’d brought with us— we had made a comment. As said, nothing profound, but what we’d seen and recorded expressed on subtextual levels some of the myriad factors that go with that topic.


    These included but were not limited to observations— spoken and visual— about belonging and not belonging, about dreams and expectations and disappointments. And about most people settling, rarely happily, for what life has dealt them. While a few— intellectual misfits, mostly— need more/demand more for themselves. They are the ones who leave.


    It was there. But by forcing it, by trying to keep it about Freddie, despite the fact that the film was telling us it wasn’t, we had, in effect, dulled, muddied, its meaning.


    In any case, Lester’s words were the trigger, giving us the impetus we needed. Gerry and I went back to the Moviola and eagerly began re-cutting.


    By early summer, Reunion had become quite another film. In the end, what Freddie’s presence did was give us a kind of glue— a framework for the rest of it— with Freddie playing the role of key interlocutor/catalyst. Though others who appeared onscreen had also departed Beardstown, Freddie was the central example— the one who had left, become celebrity-successful, and who on film drew the others out.


    Not a major work of art, but a nice, satisfying little movie to have made— finally about what it had wanted to be about. And ironically, in another way, Schoenfeld’s piercing insight proved almost eerie. Without time being our primary objective, it happened that his “three minutes” were exactly what we had removed.


    In a what-the-hell gesture, I filled out an entry form for the upcoming, very prestigious New York Film Festival, and sent it off with a print of the just-revised version of Reunion.


    In the mail several weeks later, I was greeted by a truly total surprise. A notice that Reunion had been selected for the Festival! Delighted— I had had absolutely zero expectations— our film was to be shown at Lincoln Center! It was one helluvva rush. And that was just the start!


    In addition as the September date approached for the Festival opening, we were invited to a glittery reception at the French Consulate. There, Holly, Freddie, Gerry and I actually rubbed elbows with international star Catherine Deneuve and famed director Francois Truffaut. And, topping that, on the night of its screening, Reunion was the lead-in for Truffaut’s newest feature film, The Wild Child.


    Later, our documentary was honored at the Rochester and Edinburgh Film Festivals. Moreover, Lester Schoenfeld picked it up for distribution. Then, as if it could get any better, within a short time it was in wide release, being
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