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PRAISE FOR A TOUCH OF THE MADNESS

“There can be only one . . . Larry Kasanoff! He is right, embrace the crazy to be more creative. I love A Touch of the Madness!”

—CHRISTOPHER LAMBERT, “THE HIGHLANDER”

“E! has been reporting on Kasanoff and his movies for years, but we never got the real behind the scenes scoop—the literal method to his madness of creativity—until now. It’s a fun, helpful read!”

—LARRY NAMER, FOUNDER OF E! ENTERTAINMENT

“I loved and laughed at how Larry has navigated the choppy waters of Hollywood with A Touch of the Madness, and took away a whole new perspective on innovation. It inspired me to embrace the madness!”

—CAPTAIN SANDY YAWN, STAR OF BRAVO’S BELOW DECK MEDITERRANEAN

“A Touch of the Madness has no charts, no graphs, no PowerPoint presentations, just a wealth of entertaining and eccentric stories that can reframe how you think about innovation for your business.”

—MARTY POMPADUR, FORMER CHAIRMAN OF NEWS CORPORATION (EUROPE)

“I wish I could prescribe A Touch of the Madness—it will change the way you think about creativity, with the only side effect being you’re having more fun; I recommend taking this as often as needed.”

—BLAISE AGUIRRE, MD, ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR AT PSYCHIATRY HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL

“Don’t miss this hilarious tour of the secret underbelly of Hollywood! Larry Kasanoff’s signature approach to getting things done is wild, magical and ultimately meaningful.”

—PAMELA MEYER, AUTHOR OF LIESPOTTING
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The events, locations, and conversations in this book, while true, are re-created from the author’s memory. However, the essence of the story, and the feelings and emotions evoked, are intended to be accurate representations. In certain instances, names, persons, organizations, and places have been changed to protect an individual’s privacy.

A Touch of the Madness copyright © 2023 by Lawrence Kasanoff

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.
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Chapter One

WELCOME TO THE MADNESS



I wanted to be a movie producer since I was a little kid, and I got lucky and became head of production of an independent film studio called Vestron when I was right out of grad school.

By the way, I thought I nailed getting this job because I was such hot stuff having just graduated with my MBA from Wharton. That lasted about five minutes, until my boss in his welcoming speech my first day said, “By the way, if you pull any of that business school crap, you’re fired.”

So much for the Ivy League in Hollywood.

OK, back to the story. Vestron rode the boom in home video, which at the time was relatively new and exploding. We were sort of the Netflix of the day. I had to deliver eighty movies a year: buy ’em, produce ’em, cofinance ’em—doesn’t matter, said my boss, but eighty movies a year and don’t lose money on any of them. So mostly we made action movies, comedies, horror films, and fun commercial stuff.

Then along came this movie called Platoon, and I wanted to make it. This was not at all our kind of film. The people in it became stars, but most weren’t stars at the time. The director, Oliver Stone, had done only one prior movie (which we cofinanced), and while I thought it was brilliant, it didn’t do much business.

Platoon wasn’t a catchy title. It dealt with the extraordinarily serious topic of the Vietnam War and how it affected the kids who went. The tagline was: “The first casualty of war is innocence.” It was not the kind of movie we were making.

To his incredible credit, my boss, Austin Furst—who was a talented, disruptive entrepreneur—said, “OK, you are the head of production; if you want to do it, you can do it.”

But there was a “but.”

“You have to bet your job,” he warned. “If it fails, you’re fired.” He wasn’t bluffing—he fired people all the time.

“What do you want to do?”

I took the shot.

Much later, I saw the movie one early morning at a film festival in Italy, right after it had been finished.

I am probably the only person in the world who giggled their entire way through Platoon, not because it wasn’t amazing, but because the whole time I was thinking, Thank God, I’m not getting fired!

Platoon went on to win Best Picture that year at the Academy Awards.

A few months later, I ran into Oliver Stone, the director, at a bar in New York City. “You know, kid,” he said, “I always liked you. You have a touch of the madness.”

A touch of the madness? I thought. Is he saying I am a bit crazy? Was I crazy?

I had to think about that. Then I realized:

My boss encouraged a touch of the madness by letting a twenty-five-year-old run a huge production slate and take a risk on a movie no one else would touch. I had a touch of the madness by betting a once-in-a-lifetime job to do it. The director had a touch of the madness by never giving up his battle to make a Vietnam movie in a way no one ever had.

The whole innovation that was Platoon would not have happened without a touch of the madness.

I realized I loved that phrase. It hit me: innovation demands a touch of the madness.

First, why does everyone talk about innovation? Why is it so important?

The current of the river of life will always try to pull you towards the middle, towards complacency and mediocrity. This is true for every person and every company. It’s a problem because other companies that don’t give in to that current will eclipse you.

Companies and organizations tend to be comfortable with the tried and true. But the audience, i.e., your customers, are attracted to what’s new, different, and better.

The best tool you have for swimming against that current of mediocrity is innovation. To grow and become a great company, a great entrepreneur, you must actively embrace it. You can become pretty good without it, but not great. You must take a shot.

And to be very innovative, you have to be a bit crazy. You need a touch of the madness.

That’s what I foster in myself, in my company, and in my movies. It’s what companies have to cultivate in their culture, their employees. You can’t be great without it.

And it doesn’t mean to just be a little crazy in what you think up; it also means you must have a mad enthusiasm, a crazy sense of purpose and devotion and perseverance. A touch of the madness in how you create it, implement it, and make it thrive.

How to do it? Three steps:

CREATE—Find the Essence

ASK—Anybody Anywhere for Anything You Want

PLAY—It All Like a Game




Chapter Two

CREATE



First, create a great idea with a touch of the madness. Simple, right?

A touch of the madness gives you some guidelines for how to be more creative and innovative. They are:

•Find the essence of your idea.

•Know your target customer/audience.

•Let technology serve your idea, not the other way around.

•Once you have created your idea, never let go.

And do it all with a mad ire in your belly, never-give-up mindset.

Here is the breakdown of the four steps.

ESSENCE OF AN IDEA

When I decided to make Mortal Kombat into a movie, everyone told me I was crazy, and my career would be over. “You can’t make video games into movies,” and every prior attempt had failed. It had never been done successfully at that point.

The Secret To Mortal Kombat

But here is a secret. I never thought I was making a video game into a movie. I thought I was making the essence of that video game—the thing that made it so successful—into a movie.

Think of a game or intellectual property as a pyramid. The game to me was not the apex of the intellectual property pyramid. It was one rung down. The apex is the magic pixie dust that made Mortal Kombat such a great video game.

I have always thought with Mortal Kombat it was empowerment, wrapped in a visually stunning package, of course, but empowerment nonetheless. Martial arts teaches that you don’t have to be the biggest and the strongest to win, if you focus, study, and do the right thing. And the game really reinforces that.

When wandering around an old-fashioned arcade (this was a place in the old days where you went to play games that were in freestanding, big, console machines), trying to decide if I should bet my career on Mortal Kombat, an eleven-year-old kid slapped a quarter down on the arcade game, looked up at me, and said, “I challenge YOU to Mortal Kombat.”

Then, he beat the hell out of me. And the game egged him on, saying things in that great, deep, resonant Mortal Kombat voice like, “Sub-Zero Wins! Flawless victory. You lose!”

The kid left feeling great. I decided then and there to go for it.

Now, once you have that essence, that top view, you can decide where to sprinkle it. Recently, I was executive producer of a hit Mortal Kombat movie—it was my nineteenth Mortal Kombat production in twenty-something years. I have produced it in every medium in the world. The franchise has grossed almost $10 billion.

Here’s another one.

Several years ago, I went to Lego to try to get the rights to make a full-length animated film. Lego had not done that before. They were concerned that if it didn’t work, it might embarrass them. So we all decided to make a movie that would go straight to DVD. If it hit, great, and we could go make
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