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David Zaslav has big plans for Warner Bros. Discovery when the merger concludes next year.
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“…his gift to us, at a time when people seem, indeed, as
far apart as ever.”
“It’s a collectivist pursuit of creating and interacting with
art in public, especially among marginalized communities,
which is beautifully laid out in Paper & Glue.”
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Mötley Crüe
Sells Catalog
to BMG

Compiled by Joe Otterson

BMG has acquired the entire
recorded music catalog of Mötley
Crüe. The agreement is for the
iconic band’s recorded output
spanning a 40-year career, including nine studio albums (from its
1981 debut, “Too Fast for Love,”
through the latest release in 2008,
“Saints of Los Angeles”) and several platinum-selling live albums
and compilation sets. Mötley Crüe
acquired the rights to its catalog
from Elektra Records, which signed
the group in 1982 and released its
most successful albums, as part of
a contract renegotiation during the
1990s. — Roy Trakin

Netflix Cooks Up Film About
Accidental Thanksgiving Invite

Netflix has ordered the original movie “The
Thanksgiving Text,” about a woman who accidentally
texted a stranger, thinking it was her grandson, and
invited him to Thanksgiving dinner. The young man
who got the text took her up on the offer, and they have
had Thanksgiving together every year since. Abdul
Williams is writing the screenplay about Jamal Hinton
and Wanda Dench (above). Netflix has not set a director, nor has it cast the film. Producers include Robert
Teitel and George Tillman Jr. for State Street Pictures.
Lawrence Mott will exec produce. — Rebecca Rubin

Cassie
Randolph
Nixed ‘Colton’
Show Offer
The production team behind
Colton Underwood’s new Netflix
show “Coming Out Colton” asked
Underwood’s ex-girlfriend Cassie

Stars
of
Upcoming
TV
Premieres

Sarah Jessica
Parker
And Just Like
That …
Vscore = 66
She’ll likely
Carrie on with a
bigger number.

Riz Ahmed,
Lulu Wang
Team for
‘Son of Good
Fortune’
Riz Ahmed’s Left Handed Films
and Lulu Wang’s Local Time
are partnering to develop the
comedy series “The Son of Good
Fortune” at Amazon. The show
is based on the novel of the same
name by Lysley Tenorio. Andrew
Lopez will adapt the book for
the screen and as an executive
producer. Ahmed will executive
produce along with Allie Moore
of Left Handed, while Wang and
Dani Melia will executive produce for Local Time. Tenorio
will serve as consulting producer,
with Amazon Studios producing. The project is the first to be
announced since Left Handed
signed a first-look TV deal at
Amazon in January. — Joe Otterson

Paapa Essiedu
Anne Boleyn
Vscore = 52
He’s trying
to keep a cool
head and
build buzz.

Quinta Brunson
Abbott
Elementary
Vscore = 39
Schooling a
tough crowd for
laffs isn’t easy.

Uncovered
“David Zaslav absolutely embraced the
palm-tree, sunny-blue-sky aesthetic of our
cover shoot and was a fantastic subject as
a result,” said Art Streiber, who captured
the Discovery chief on Nov. 17 at Bungalow
5 at The Beverly Hills Hotel. “I’ve photographed a number of industry executives

and found David to be incredibly open to
my suggestions and trusting of the editorial process. He was a complete breath
of fresh air.” Streiber’s clients include
Vanity Fair, GQ and The New York Times
Magazine as well as most major studios
and networks.

Frankie Adams
The Expanse
Vscore = 35
She’s heading
back to Mars
to find a few
more points.

Thanksgiving Invite: Netflix; Mötley Crüe: Dustin Jack; Ahmed: Richard Shotwell/Invision/AP; Underwood/Randolph: STRF/STAR MAX/IPx; Parker: Evan Agostini/Invision/AP;
Essiedu,Brunson: P hotographs by Michael Buckner (2); Adams: Abaca Press/Sipa USA/AP; Streiber: Steven Spielberg

The Biggest
Stories of the
Week from
Our Reporters

Randolph to appear on the series,
but she declined. Randolph
was offered compensation to
appear on the show, according
to two different sources. She was
approached by the production
company the day after Underwood
sat down on “Good Morning
America,” an insider says, for his
bombshell interview in which he
came out as gay. Randolph and
Underwood first met on ABC’s
“The Bachelor” and began dating in 2019, two years before the
Christian football player came
out. — Elizabeth Wagmeister

TM & © 2021 WBEI. All Rights Reserved.
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Globe Nominations Coming
Amid Ongoing Controversy

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

Claudia Eller

HFPA president Helen Hoehne recently reached
out to actor Gabrielle Union to read off the nominations for this year’s Golden Globe Awards on
Dec. 13 at The Beverly Hilton Hotel. But Hoehne tells
me that Union’s publicists declined the invitation,
offering no explanation.
Well, the explanation is obvious.
Following the Los Angeles Times’ exposé in February
about the organization’s corrupt practices and lack of
Black journalists among its 87 voting members, more
than 100 publicity firms signed a letter demanding
that the HFPA “swiftly manifest profound and lasting change to eradicate the longstanding exclusionary ethos and pervasive practice of discriminatory
behavior, unprofessionalism, ethical impropriety
and alleged financial corruption.” The publicists
advised their clients — some of the biggest names
in Hollywood — not to engage with the HFPA until
reforms were made, and most studios and networks
followed suit, essentially boycotting the 2022 Globes.
Over the past several months, the HFPA has
implemented some major changes to its bylaws and
structure to address its controversial practices and
lack of transparency and inclusivity. Twenty-one
new members were added to the organization to
diversify the voting body, and in early October the
group struck a five-year partnership with the NAACP
to form a “Reimagine Coalition” to fund a series of
initiatives aimed at diversifying the industry.
Hoehne says she is frustrated that not everyone
is giving the HFPA enough credit for its efforts to

reform: “I’m really trying to fix it and do nothing
else, day and night.” She was disappointed that
Union turned down her offer to read the nominations. “I love her and think she’s an incredible
leader and activist,” she says. “She has an amazing story about domestic violence and women’s
health, and those are issues I care about.” Hoehne
says she doesn’t intend to reach out to any other
celebrities and the HFPA is going ahead with plans
to announce the nominations via livestream, with
press on hand at the Hilton.
Despite publicists’ refusal to grant the HFPA access
to talent interviews and the lack of submissions for
Globe consideration, Hoehne says the group has
watched nearly all the eligible content through links,
screeners and in some instances going to theaters
to see movies. She says HFPA voters have seen 221
movies and 357 TV shows.
“Having the most diverse class of members for the
first time, I am anxious to see how they shape this
year’s nominations,” says Hoehne.
The HFPA plans to announce the Globe winners
live at the Hilton on Jan. 9 despite that the proceedings won’t be televised and talent will likely be a
no-show. “It’s not looking like this will be a celebrity-driven event,” says Hoehne, noting that discussions are underway as to what exactly the format
will be. She looks forward to the show returning in
2023 in celebration of the Globes’ 80th anniversary.
Until then, vows Hoehne, “we will focus 100% on
our reforms and what we can do better.”

The HFPA plans to announce the Globe winners live at
the Hilton on Jan. 9 despite that the proceedings won’t
be televised and talent will likely be a no-show.”
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BEST PICTURE
OF THE YEAR
Produced By

Laura Berwick Kenneth Branagh Becca Kovacik Tamar Thomas

BEST DIRECTING
Kenneth Branagh
B E S T O R I G I N A L S C R E E N P L AY
Kenneth Branagh
BEST ACTOR
Jude Hill

B E S T S U P P O RT I N G
ACTRESS
Caitríona Balfe Judi Dench
B E S T S U P P O RT I N G
ACTOR
Jamie Dornan Ciarán Hinds

“A DEEPLY AFFECTING
STORY WITH FIVE SUPERB
PERFORMANCES.”
“Gloriously human.
Caitríona Balfe and Jamie Dornan
are pitch-perfect. Judi Dench and
Ciarán Hinds act with a quiet
virtuosity that summons up a lifetime
of shared history in the smallest
gesture or the simplest line.”
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“THE BEST
PICTURE OF
THE YEAR.”

WINNER
Toronto Film Festival • People’s Choice Award
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Dallas Film Festival
Audience Award

Heartland Film Society
Truly Moving Picture Award

Middleburg Film Festival
Audience Award

Montclair Film Festival
Audience Award

A

Mill Valley Film Festival
Overall Audience Favorite

Twin Cities Film Festival
Best Feature Film Award

KENNETH BRANAGH

San Diego Film Festival
Audience Award

Scottsdale Film Festival
Audience Award

Stockholm Film Festival
Audience Award

St. Louis Film Festival
Audience Award

FILM

Sign up at FocusInsider.com for exclusive access to early screenings, film premieres and more.
For more on this film, go to FocusFeaturesGuilds2021.com.
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‘ BE S T D O C UM E N TA RY F E AT U R E ’

“I have no words. It left me
speechless... this movie is very
important. On so many levels.
It was beautiful and
heartbreaking and real and
raw all at the same time.”
“A mesmerizing story
of human drive”
“Made to serve those
who first served for us”
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B I Z + BU Z Z
CNN Grapples With
Cuomo Chaos

Kevin Hagen/AP

Chris Cuomo delivers a report at the Time Warner Building in October 2018.

News network fires
much-scrutinized top
anchor but now faces a
primetime pickle

By Brian Steinberg

“I like being uncomfortable,” Chris
Cuomo told Variety in 2018. “I like
making other people uncomfortable.” Looks like he succeeded.
CNN fired Cuomo, its mostwatched anchor, over the weekend for exactly that reason. Jeff
Zucker, WarnerMedia’s chairman
of news and sports, and other executives no longer felt assured
about their relationship with the
anchor, according to people familiar with the matter.
The rupture was a long time
coming. CNN stood by Cuomo
through altercations captured

20 ● BIZ + BUZZ

12.08.2021

on video; an accusation of unwelcome physical behavior; and
sharp elbows thrown behind
the scenes in the newsroom. But
there was a harrowing stretch last
week: New York State Attorney
General Letitia James released
documents showing Cuomo
took an active hand in helping
his brother, former New York
Gov. Andrew Cuomo, while the
politician was accused of sexual
harassment by several women,
and an attorney representing a
former news colleague of Chris
Cuomo’s levied allegations of sexual misconduct against him. After
all that, CNN felt its anchor had
used up the proverbial nine lives.
The question now is whether
Cuomo’s reversal of fortune at
CNN is a product of extraordinary circumstances or if he’s just
the latest in a line of prominent
cable-news anchors handed too
much leash by their corporate
backers due to the viewership
they capture in an era when big
TV audiences are difficult to find.
CNN has long given Cuomo
leeway. His brother held a high
state office and was a prominent
member of the Democratic Party.
That made the anchor a target, no
matter what he said on TV. Fox
News Channel often poked fun at
him, and paparazzi tracked him.
So when he was caught on camera verbally sparring with provocateurs in 2019, or was accused
this year by former ABC News
producer Shelley Ross (Cuomo
denied he touched her in a sexual
manner, and said he apologized),
CNN didn’t deride him in public.
More troubling, however, was
the disclosure this year that

Chris Cuomo
and his brother,
Andrew Cuomo,
at the 2015
Help USA Hero
Awards Dinner in
New York City.

Cuomo had discussed defending his brother with members
of the governor’s staff, a move
widely considered a breach of
journalistic ethics. CNN executives trusted Cuomo’s assurances
that he had been acting only as
a family member and wasn’t
doing any work for his brother’s
team, according to a person familiar with the matter. When the
attorney general released documents, however, showing he did
significantly more, such as following leads on accusers, Zucker and
others felt betrayed. CNN called
for a standards-and-practices
review and asked an outside law
firm, Cravath, Swaine & Moore,
to examine the matter, the person says. CNN believed it had
cause to part ways with the anchor who, since the launch of his
“Cuomo Prime Time,” notched
a critical TV element: improved
primetime ratings.
As this all unfolded, CNN was
approached on Dec. 1, by Debra S.

Katz, an employment-law attorney. She represented a client, yet
to be identified, who was alleging
past sexual misconduct by Chris
Cuomo. “By Friday, I was in discussions with CNN about providing
documentary evidence of my
client’s allegations and making
my client available for an interview with CNN’s outside counsel,” she said in a statement. CNN
announced Cuomo’s termination
a day later.
Cuomo could not be reached for
comment via email, but a statement released by a spokesman
called the sexual misconduct allegations “false and unvetted.” As
to the broader issues around his
departure, Cuomo said in a statement on Dec. 6, “The way my time
ended at CNN was hard.” He is also
leaving his weekday talk show on
SiriusXM.
Now, CNN must turn to the
difficult task of rebuilding its
primetime schedule. Executives
aren’t going to rush to fill the slot,

according to people familiar with
the situation.
The network could tap an internal staffer, consider an outsider or
create something entirely new. Already there is chatter that a panel
show, akin to Fox News Channel’s
successful “The Five,” might be
under consideration, according
to a person familiar with some
early discussions. One challenge
to filling Cuomo’s hour is a general
sense by many in the business that
straight-news programs no longer work in primetime, and there’s
concern that placing a news anchor like Jake Tapper or Brianna
Keilar in an opinion slot might
cloud how viewers perceive them.
There are other ideas: Could Don
Lemon move his late-night broadcast to 9 p.m.? Is Laura Coates,
a regular evening fill-in anchor,
ready for primetime? Might CNN
consider an anchor from another
outlet whose contract is about to
lapse, like NBC News’ Brian Williams or CBS News’ Norah O’Donnell or Gayle King (and would executives from soon-to-be-parent
Discovery, not known for profligate spending, be impressed by
the high salaries that would be required to make such a hire)? Luring
King aboard could even spur a return to the popular CNN interview
concept led by Larry King. Might
Zucker, who has experimented
with a CNN game show and a program with ad executive Donny
Deutsch, try something radical?
The holidays often provide
time for reflection. In the wake of
Cuomo’s departure, CNN could
use the moment to determine its
comfort level with anchors who
get too much spotlight.

Jason Decrow/Invision for HELP USA/AP

The question now is whether Cuomo’s reversal of fortune
at CNN is a product of extraordinary circumstances or if he’s
just the latest in a line of prominent cable-news anchors
handed too much leash by their corporate backers.”

“

ONE OF THE BEST PICTURES OF THE YEAR.

A stirring tribute to the creative process. It’s a knockout that grabs
hold of the viewer at the beginning and never lets go.”
DETROIT NEWS

“ANDREW

GARFIELD PULLS OFF
ONE OF HIS BEST PERFORMANCES ,
and the fact that he learned to sing and play piano for this role
makes it impossibly impressive.”
USA TODAY

“ENGAGING

AND ENERGETIC AND AFFECTING.
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s adaptation is a triumph.”
THEWRAP

FILM.NETFLIXAWARDS.COM
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By Michael Schneider

ViacomCBS’ $1.85 billion sale of its
CBS Studio Center lot — known
in the industry as CBS Radford —
represents the end of an era for
the company, and a further shift
away from physical properties by
legacy entertainment companies
as their streaming counterparts
bulk up. Last week’s deal with
Hackman Capital Partners and
Square Mile Capital Management,
put into motion in the summer, is
the final major divestiture of the
Eye network’s real estate holdings,
including the 25-acre Television
City, which was sold to Hackman
for $750 million in 2018, and its
New York skyscraper known as
“Black Rock,” purchased earlier
this year by Harbor Group Intl. for
$760 million.
CBS Radford wasn’t as iconic
as Television City or Black Rock,
but its Studio City-based lot
(founded as the lot for Mack Sennett and then Republic Pictures
and purchased by CBS in 1967) is
known for being the home base
over the years for some of the
biggest sitcoms on TV, including “Gilligan’s Island,” “The Mary
Tyler Moore Show,” “Roseanne”
and “Seinfeld,” as well as Westerns such as “Gunsmoke.”
For much of the 20th century,
CBS’ L.A. headquarters was at
Television City, the Fairfax Dis-

trict complex designed by architectural firm William Pereira and
Charles Luckman and opened
in 1952. But CBS Entertainment
and CBS TV Studios shifted to
the Radford lot in the late 2000s,
along with owned-and-operated
stations KCBS and KCAL, which
had moved out of CBS’ Columbia
Square facilities on Sunset.
CBS sold Columbia Square
in 2003, and that complex was
redeveloped in 2012. Coincidentally, Viacom — prior to its remerger with CBS — moved its West
Coast operations (including MTV
and Comedy Central) into one of
those new buildings in 2014. And
that’s now where CBS Entertainment, CBS TV Studios and CBS
Media Ventures will move.
That makes it a homecoming
of sorts. Built in 1938, Columbia
Square is where CBS’ TV network
offices were originally located,
until Television City opened.
Now, CBS staffs — which had been
spread apart between TV City and
Radford — will be reunited, right
next to the network’s original
L.A. home.
ViacomCBS isn’t completely
out of real estate; it, of course, still
owns the Paramount lot on Melrose, and it’s hard to imagine the
company getting rid of that. In a
memo to staff, CBS president-CEO
George Cheeks says the sales are
a necessary part of using those
proceeds for “more best-in-class
content.” Among the priorities for
that: streaming.

An instant sign
of the past
on the side of one
of the stages at
CBS Radford in
Studio City, Calif.

OUT

IN

UP

Judi Lopez
has joined Crown Media as
executive VP of distribution
and content strategy. She
was previously distribution
chief for Fuse Media.

Patrick Healy
will retire after 37 years
as a reporter for KNBC-TV
Los Angeles. His last day
on air will be Dec. 31.

Sarah Cunningham
has been promoted
to partner at Gendler &
Kelly. She joined the
law firm in 2018.

Meg Harkins
has been named senior
vice president of marketing
for Republic Records. She
had been consulting for the
label since 2019.

Michelle Portillo
has exited her post
in corporate communications at Starz. She
has moved to investment
advisory firm ICR.

Cheryle Harrison
has been upped to head
of Bounce. She’s been
with the Atlanta-based
digital multicast channel
since 2011.

Kelly Day
has joined Amazon as VP
of Prime Video International.
She had been president
of streaming for ViacomCBS
Networks International.

Bill Davis
will retire as president
of Universal Orlando
theme park on Jan. 1. He has
held the post for 15 years.

John Ivey
has been upped to
president of contemporary
hits radio for iHeartMedia. He
has been with the radio giant
for more than 20 years.

SUBSCRIPTION NATION
AVERAGE MONTHLY SPENDING
ON VIDEO STREAMING, BY GENERATION
Overall, video streaming subs are the
most popular among all subscription
types — 96% of Americans say they
have at least one — followed by music
(80%) and food (57%), according to a
survey by coupon and discount-code
site Wethrift. On average, respondents reported spending $29 per month
on video services and $21 on music,
per the survey. The most common subscription pairing among all respondents was Netflix and Amazon Prime
Video (48%). —Todd Spangler

Gen Z

$30

Millennials

$31

Gen X

$30

Baby boomers

$26

Source: Wethrift survey of 1,030
U.S. consumers, September 2021

Cunningham: Gendler & Kelly; CBS Radford: P hotograph by Michael Buckner

CBS Finds $1.85B Reasons
to Exit Real Estate

A NETFLIX FILM AND SERIES MUSIC SHOWCASE

From November 29th through December 3rd, Netﬂix launched a virtual music showcase
inviting the world to take a look behind the curtain at the magic of score and song.
Come enjoy exclusive performances, conversations and behind-the-scenes
footage from Netﬂix’s acclaimed ﬁlms, series and documentaries including:

Jane Campion and Jonny Greenwood
THE POWER OF THE DOG

Nicholas Britell
DON’T LOOK UP

Jeymes Samuel, Alice Smith, Zazie Beetz,
Barrington Levy, Pretty Yende and The Roots
THE HARDER THEY FALL

Lin-Manuel Miranda and Andrew Garﬁeld
TICK, TICK...BOOM!

Maggie Gyllenhaal and Dickon Hinchliffe
THE LOST DAUGHTER

H.E.R. and Halle Berry
BRUISED

Coodie and Chike
jeen-yuhs: A KANYE TRILOGY

Mark Mothersbaugh, Chris Miller and Phil Lord
THE MITCHELLS VS. THE MACHINES

Yoko Kanno
COWBOY BEBOP

and many more...

W W W. P L AY L I S T N E T F L I X . C O M
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Remembered

Oprah Pays Tribute
to Philanthropist
Jacqueline Avant

I am still stunned. I’m disoriented by it. Let me tell you, this
woman represents to me what
the Bible says about “Who can
find a virtuous woman?” It always amazed me how she was the
calm in the center of any experience. I have spent some of the
loveliest days of my life with [the
Avants]. They were there for the
opening of my school, when I had
a celebration for Sidney Poitier’s
79th birthday, even just having
dinner at Quincy Jones’ house.
My every experience with them
has been a joyful, celebratory,
memorable occasion.

Jacqueline Avant
with husband
Clarence Avant in
2019 at the “Lion
King” premiere at
the Dolby Theatre

Jacquie is the person who
taught me about the art world,
particularly Black art. When I
first started out, she introduced
me to Artis Lane and Elizabeth
Catlett. She was just so helpful in bringing me into a world
that I had no knowledge about
whatsoever.
Her motivation was just to give
what she had. I certainly felt that
with myself, and in all of the work
that she did in her charitable giving. It’s what she knew, what she

had been exposed to and aspired
to. That’s what she was willing to
offer to other people.
She was so softly spoken, but it
came with such power that you
had to sit up and listen. You literally had to listen with both ears,
to lean in to take all that she was
saying. If you were in her presence, you felt grace — and grace
is one of those things you can’t
predict. It doesn’t just come, it
shows up and blesses you. That
is how you always felt if you were

in Jacquie Avant’s presence. She
showed up and you were blessed
by that presence.
She was the softness around
every edge, and so warm and always brought such grace to whatever was happening. It makes no
sense that her life would end that
way. I would hope to grow into
that kind of elegance and regalness she carried. I would hope to
do that in my lifetime.
As told to Matt Donnelly

P hotograph by Michael Buckner

On Dec. 1, philanthropist Jacqueline Avant was shot and killed
during an armed robbery at her
Beverly Hills home. The death of
the 81-year-old industry stalwart
has been difficult for many in show
business to process. This includes
Oprah Winfrey, who told Variety
that she has spent “some of the
happiest days of my life” with Jacqueline and her husband, music
mogul Clarence Avant. Here Winfrey shares her sorrow over the
tragedy, and a fond remembrance
of a woman whose compassion and
contributions touched so many.

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION
IN ALL CATEGORIES INCLUDING

BEST PICTURE
BEST DIRECTING

BEST ADAPTED SCREENPLAY

George Clooney

Screenplay by William Monahan
Based on the book by J.R. Moehringer

“DIRECTOR GEORGE CLOONEY AND
SCREENWRITER WILLIAM MONAHAN MAGNIFICENTLY
CONJURE THE LOOK, SOUND, AND FEEL OF A HOUSEHOLD”

Based on the best-selling memoir

Directed by George Clooney Screenplay by William Monahan

amazonstudiosguilds.com
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VA R I E T Y I N T E L L I G E N C E P L AT F O R M

VIP+

Variety Trio Named
Top Women in Media
By Variety Staff

FOOTBALL SOFTENS THE BLOW FOR FALL TV
By Gavin Bridge

It may no longer be news that broadcast TV ratings continue to drop, but
the extent to which they have fallen for what was once the marquee event
of the TV calendar — fall premiere season — is particularly notable. New
research from VIP+’s upcoming “Fading Ratings” special report documents
the decline seen across primetime among the coveted 18-49 demographic.
The greatest slide appears on Wednesdays at 9 p.m., previously the domain of
hits including “Modern Family” and “Criminal Minds.” Perhaps unsurprisingly,
the less-precipitous falls come on nights airing NFL games, with the perennial
ratings juggernaut ably propping up Thursdays and Sundays. With “Thursday
Night Football” rights moving exclusively to Amazon and NFL Network in fall
2022, it will likely soon be only Sunday nights resisting the biggest tumbles.
For more data from VIP+, visit variety.com/vip.

Honorees Angelique Jackson, Elizabeth Wagmeister and Manori Ravindran

Variety‘s Manori Ravindran,
Angel ique Jackson and Elizabeth Wagmeister were honored
as “up and comers” at the 2021 Top
Women in Media wards luncheon,
presented by AdMonsters and
Folio, at the Edison Ballroom in
New York City on Dec. 1.
“In our industry, there are so
many issues,” said international
editor Ravindran at the podium.
“We see the headlines all the time.
But occasionally, you see pieces
in entertainment that actually
create change in society. That
really makes me very proud of
doing the job that I do, especially
internationally.”
Jackson, who is a senior entertainment writer, spoke of the
importance of inclusion in media,
noting that as a young girl, she
saw herself represented in the
pages of Ebony or when watching “The Oprah Winfrey Show”
on TV. “Now, being in a position
where I can do that,” Jackson said,
“is something that keeps me going
every day.”
Wagmeister, Variety’s chief correspondent, said she is inspired
by her peers who recognize the

value of women supporting other
women. “Something that isn’t
talked about is, unfortunately,
toxicity that has been placed
on women by other women,”
Wagmeister said onstage. “My colleagues, we all know that there is
not only no room for competition
between women, but that we’re all
better if we empower each other.”
Ravindran, who joined Variety
in January 2020, oversees a staff
of journalists throughout Europe
and Asia while also reporting on
major global news stories herself.
Since last year, she has led a 300%
growth for international web traffic on Variety.com.
Jackson joined Variety in 2019.
She has found ways to cover race
and culture as part of the fabric
of entertainment journalism,
ensuring that Black artists and
other people of color get ample
and thought-provoking coverage
about their work in addition to
their heritage.
Wagmeister, who has been at
Variety since 2014, co-hosts our
weekly news series “The Take.”
Named to Forbes’ 30 Under 30 in
2019, she emerged as one of the top
journalistic voices of the #MeToo
movement, leading Variety’s
coverage of Harvey Weinstein’s
sexual assault trial and Britney
Spears’ conservatorship case.

FALL PRIMETIME RATINGS, A18-49: 2015 VS. 2021
Percentage change, live-plus-same-day
viewership of shows on ABC, CBS, Fox and NBC

MON

TUE

WED

THU

FRI

SAT

SUN

−70.0%
−58.2%

−56.8%

−54.7%

−52.2%

−45.4%
−31.4%

8:00
PM

−66.8%

−57.2%

−58.8%
−45.8%

−51.2%

−47.0%

−46.5%

8:30
PM

−68.9%

−76.2%
−62.3%
−46.9%

−55.4%

−47.8%

−43.8%

9:00
PM

−68.7%

−76.0%
−62.3%
−47.8%

−55.4%

−47.8%

−43.2%

9:30
PM

Sources: Nielsen via Showbuzzdaily; Variety VIP+ analysis. Chart: Variety VIP+; Impira days
included in analysis: Sept. 21-Nov. 22, 2015; Sept. 20-Nov. 21, 2021
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How to ‘Race’ During
a Pandemic

The Emmy-winning
competition series
found a way to shuttle its
contestants around the
globe during COVID-19

When “The Amazing Race” Season 33 contestants hit the road
in February 2020, executive producers Bertram van Munster
and Elise Doganieri were already
keeping an eye on reports of a
coronavirus beginning to tear
through the world. They had
even mapped out plans to shift
the race to “Plan B” countries, and
ultimately only South America as
parts of the world started going
into lockdown. But by Feb. 28,
with just the first three legs of the
competition in the can, “I knew
there was something really wrong
here,” van Munster says. “We sent
everybody home at that moment.”
With no real way to shoot “Amazing Race” in a bubble, the producers had to wait more than a year to
call back the crew and contestants
and resume production. Finally
this fall, van Munster, Doganieri
and their team had conceived a
new way to return to the race.
“We had to prove that we could
do the show safely,” Doganieri
says. “And we went through a
number of variations on how to
do the show, picking locations.
Where can we go that was safe?
How could we fly them around?”
Among the answers viewers
will see when “The Amazing

Race” returns Jan. 5 on CBS: A
chartered 757 jet, complete with
the “Amazing Race” logo on the
side, was brought in to shuttle
contestants and crew from place
to place without having to enter
crowded airports. “It actually
opened up a whole new world
for us of how to do this in a very
different way, but still have the
same feel and energy,” Doganieri
says. “It created a close race every
single time that plane landed in
the next city.”
And van Munster drew up an
abbreviated course that took the
show through Mediterranean

countries where infection rates
were low.
“I picked a route that was mostly
in remote areas or small cities,” he
says. “We looked very carefully so
we could do two or three shows
in a country, which we normally
don’t do. These were all handpicked areas where they had the
least amount of COVID, where
we had freedom to go into a lot
of areas where there’s nobody
there.” The show, which left off
in Glasgow, Scotland, instead
returns via Zurich, and then
Lugano, both in Switzerland, then
the French island of Corsica, fol-

Phil Keoghan is host
of “The Amazing
Race,” which
halted production
of Season 33 in
February 2020 and
resumed last fall.

lowed by Thessaloniki in Greece
and then Lisbon, Portugal, before
heading back to Los Angeles.
Once on the ground, contestants didn’t use public transportation, and only interacted with
locals who had been tested and
vaccinated. “You can’t just have
people running wildly through
public places and risk exposure,”
says host Phil Keoghan. “The
planning has to be different. But
after a while, it just becomes like
second nature. I’m proud to say
that we didn’t have any incidents
with COVID.”
When the race resumed, two
pairs of contestants fell out, but
seven teams managed to return.
“A lot of them during COVID started running and working out, so
some of them came back and
were super buff,” Doganieri says.
Keoghan first caught up on
camera with the contestants.
“We heard about family members
that had been lost,” he says. “We
heard about challenges that they
all faced in life and how excited
they were to be back again.”
Van Munster, Doganieri and
Keoghan say the new season of
“Race” will also serve as a bit of a
time capsule for this pandemic
era, given the shift from the first
three pre-COVID episodes to the
rest of the season. “They’re not
running up to Phil and hugging
him on the mat,” Doganieri says
of the newer episodes. “There’s
definitely a difference.”
With new COVID variants
emerging, the producers may
have to shoot future seasons with
similar limitations. Says Doganieri:
“Nothing will stop us, because we
know how to do it safely now.”

Michele Crowe/CBS

By Michael Schneider

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION

BEST DOCUMENTARY FEATURE
“ILLUMINATING AND ENVELOPING”
Variety

“POETIC AND URGENT BEAUTY”
El País

“AS POETIC AS INSIGHTFUL”
LA Times

AMPAS MEMBERS PLEASE JOIN US
Friday, December 10 - 6:00PM
THE PEOPLE'S FORUM SCREENING
320 WEST 37TH STREET - NEW YORK CITY
PLEASE RSVP
thelastforestawards@gmail.com

AVAILABLE WORLDWIDE ON NETFLIX

Untitled-28 1

12/3/21 4:09 PM

32 ● BIZ + BUZZ

12.08.2021

From ‘Housewives’
to Hollywood

Kyle Richards is ready
for her close up

In 2018, Kyle Richards surprised
Jamie Lee Curtis at the premiere
of “Halloween,” the return to the
original 1978 slasher film that she
had appeared in as an 8-year-old
child actor, playing the part of
Lindsey Wallace.
Richards was invited on the
red carpet as one of the stars of
Bravo’s “The Real Housewives of
Beverly Hills,” not because of her
ties to the horror franchise. But
she used the premiere as an audition of sorts. As Richards stepped
onto the carpet, news outlets
asked her why she wasn’t in the
film. She took the mic from “Entertainment Tonight” to do an interview with Curtis, then turned
to screenwriter Danny McBride
and asked an impromptu question: “Why wasn’t I in this movie?”
McBride ended up making a call
to director David Gordon Green
and suggested giving Richards a
role in the next film. In this year’s
“Halloween Kills,” Richards reprised her character as an adult,
who more than 40 years ago was
a child that Laurie Strode (Curtis)
used to babysit. The sequel has
grossed more than $130 million
worldwide, turning a profit and
becoming Peacock’s biggest film
that launched simultaneously in

theaters and on the NBCUniversal
streaming platform.
Now, Richards reveals to Variety, she’ll return as Lindsey in the
final chapter in the trilogy, “Halloween Ends,” scheduled for October 2022. Richards says the last
“Halloween” gave her the chance
to remind audiences of her real
passion — acting. “I thought, ‘This
is really my chance to show what
I do,’” she says.
If Richards had it her way, she
would’ve never been a part of
reality TV. In fact, when she was
first asked to be on “The Real
Housewives,” she turned down
the offer, which came because
Bravo caught wind of other production companies scouting her
and her sisters — Kim Richards
(also a former child actor) and
Kathy Hilton, the mother to Paris
and Nicky. When Kyle agreed to
sign on, she figured it would be a
three-month commitment.
Twelve years later, Richards
is still wrestling with the double-edged sword that is the
“Housewives” franchise. She appreciates the immense fandom
and spotlight, but while other cast
members are hawking haircare
products and alcohol, Richards
isn’t out selling merch. She uses
the platform to promote her craft
— to be taken seriously by Hollywood in other ways.
This week, “The Real Housewives” parent company NBCU
is putting Richards in her own
film, Peacock’s first-ever holiday
movie, “The Housewives of the
North Pole”; she stars alongside
Betsy Brandt. Richards fought
against the title because she
wanted her acting to stand apart

from reality TV, but given her
Bravo fan base, she understands
why she didn’t win that battle.
“Kyle has been a working actress since the age of 4 and has
a deep understanding of the industry,” says Susan Rovner, chairman of entertainment content for
NBCUniversal TV and streaming.
“In addition to being a beloved
Housewife, Kyle is a talented actress and a pop-culture staple, so
we’re excited to tap into her many
talents and loyal fan base with
projects across our portfolio.”
Since the early days of “The
Real World,” Hollywood has
looked down its nose at reality
TV. Richards says she used to be
very insecure because of that,
but everything changed after she

Kyle Richards
stars as Trish in
Peacock’s “The
Housewives of the
North Pole.”

sold “American Woman” in 2016, a
scripted series that she executive
produced, based on her childhood.
The show starred Alicia Silverstone and aired in 2018. It lasted
only one season on the Paramount
Network, but it opened doors for
Richards, who wants to launch her
own production company.
“There have been many times I
thought this will be my last year,”
Richards says of “RHOBH.” She
thinks about it some more: “At the
same time, they’ve been working
with me and allowing me to have
this whole other business; as long
as I can keep balancing it, I will.
But of course there will be a time
when I hang up my diamond.”
As long as she survives “Halloween.”

Fred Hayes/Peacock

By Elizabeth Wagmeister
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OFFICIAL FINLAND ENTRY

“A JOURNEY WORTH TAKING.
UNEXPECTEDLY UPLIFTING IN ITS
INSIGHTS INTO HUMAN
SOLITUDE AND CONNECTION –
QUITE BEGUILING.”
-David Rooney, THE HOLLYWOOD REPORTER

“CURIOUSLY AFFECTING,
UNDERSTATEDLY WISE. A TAKE
ON THE LOVE STORY AS FRESH,
RESONANT AND HONEST —– SO YES,
UNLIKELY —– AS YOU’LL FIND IN
A CONTEMPORARY FILM.”
-Robert Abele, LOS ANGELES TIMES

These Actors
Embraced Full
Frontal Nudity, but
Will the Oscars?

“A HOPEFUL, POETIC FILM
AS TOUCHING AS IT IS ELEGANT.”
-Mina Rakla, AWARDS WATCH

The Academy has had a
double standard when it
comes to nude scenes

AWARDS

GRAND PRIZE

WINNER
CANNES FILM FESTIVAL

2021

SEIDI HAARLA

YURIY BORISOV

a SONY PICTURES CLASSICS release AAMU FILM COMPANY presents

COMPARTMENT
No.6
A FILM BY JUHO KUOSMANEN

®

AMPAS MEMBERS: WATCH NOW AT THE ACADEMY SCREENING ROOM

CIRCUIT

By Clayton Davis

If you want to win an Oscar, does it help to have a nude
scene? That depends on whether you’re competing in
the best actor or the best actress category.
In the past, we’ve seen victories for actresses who bear
it all on-screen — such as Halle Berry in “Monster’s Ball”
(2001) and Kate Winslet in “The Reader” (2008). There
haven’t been as many accolades for men who do the same.
Just look at Michael Fassbender’s performance as a sex
addict in “Shame” (2011), which was egregiously ignored
despite critical acclaim.
This year, several of the best male performances seem
to have one thing in common — full frontal nudity. Benedict Cumberbatch coats his body in mud in Netflix’s “The
Power of the Dog,” while Bradley Cooper’s manhood is
submerged but visible in a bathtub before Toni Collette
reaches for it in Searchlight Pictures’ “Nightmare Alley.”
The two contenders are very much front-runners in the
lead actor race.
Simon Rex’s visceral work as a former porn star in A24’s
“Red Rocket” is on the long list of best actor hopefuls.
Still, it includes an extended streaking scene in which
the 47-year-old runs through the streets of Texas City,
Texas. At the Cannes Film Festival, where “Red Rocket”
premiered in July, Rex declined to clarify if it’s really him
or if he’s wearing a prosthetic. But does it matter?
The envelope-pushing scenes could count against these
performances in terms of Oscar voters. As seen throughout Academy Awards history, there have been notable
snubs for actors who have decided to leave nothing to
the imagination.
Harvey Keitel knows all too well what it feels like
to be overlooked by AMPAS. He landed some of his best

reviews for Abel Ferrara’s “Bad Lieutenant” (1992), which won him an
Independent Spirit Award, and
Jane Campion’s “The Piano” (1993).
The latter drama picked up eight
Oscar noms but nothing for Keitel’s
soaring work. He’s fully nude in
both movies.
When it comes to actors baring it
all, Hollywood has shown that it’s a
bit conservative. Directors and cinematographers have devised various
ways to shoot blink-and-you-miss-it
nudity (even “The Full Monty,” with
its four Oscar nominations in 1998,
didn’t live up to its title). That helped
nominees such as Edward Norton
(“American History X,” 1998) but not
Ben Affleck (“Gone Girl,” 2014). Mark
Wahlberg, who wore a prosthetic in
“Boogie Nights” (1997), also didn’t feel
any Academy love.
Of course, it’s the studios’ job to
sell to voters that any such nudity
is in the name of art and not gratuitous. The one actor who seems
to have walked this line? Viggo
Mortensen. He disrobed in “Eastern Promises” (2007) and “Captain
Fantastic” (2016), and the Academy
invited him to put on a tux to the Oscars for both those films.
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HELPFUL TIPS TO MAKE YEAR-END
CHARITABLE GIVING EASIER
By Dan Rothblatt

ith the end of the year fast approaching,
W
it’s the time that many begin to think about making

their charitable gifts. My colleagues at the
Jewish Community Foundation of Los Angeles
(The Foundation) and I created this list of eight helpful
tips to make your 2021 year-end giving a little
easier and smarter.

TALK TO YOUR ADVISOR.

To keep up with fast-changing tax laws, reach out to
your professional advisors earlier this year. Certain
changes made in 2020 to address COVID continue
this year. Furthermore, anticipated changes to the
income tax code beginning in 2022 make the need
for advance planning even more important.

GIVE NOW—DECIDE LATER.

If you are planning for a charitable tax deduction
WKLV\HDUEXWDUHXQGHFLGHGDERXWZKLFKQRQSURğWV
to support, consider opening a donor advised fund
(DAF) at The Foundation. DAFs have become an

with you to develop a plan to involve your entire
family in the giving process, creating a more
meaningful philanthropic experience. Or if you have
no heirs, we can help you create a meaningful
plan for your legacy.

ESTABLISH A FUND THROUGH
YOUR ESTATE PLANS TO
PROVIDE ONGOING
SUPPORT TO CHARITIES.
We can work with you and your advisors to set
up a fund through your estate that maximizes your
charitable giving and minimizes your tax impact.

LET THE FOUNDATION
DO THE LEGWORK.

Working with us gives you access to our extensive
NQRZOHGJHRIWKHORFDO-HZLVKDQGJHQHUDOQRQSURğW
community, as well as understanding of the broad
charitable needs of our region, national causes, and
programs in Israel. This way, you can stay informed

“Let us help you get started today on a
philanthropic journey that offers not only
WDQJLEOHWD[EHQHğWVEXWEULQJVSHUVRQDO
IXOğOOPHQWWR\RXDQG\RXUIDPLO\ń
increasingly popular giving vehicle favored by many
charitably minded people. You can claim a deduction
for contributions made to your fund now even if
recommended distributions to charities from the fund
are not made until future years. With just a $5,000
minimum opening balance in cash, appreciated
assets like stock, or more complex assets like real
estate, a donor advised fund can be set up quickly
DQGEULQJIRFXVDQGHIğFLHQF\WR\RXUJLYLQJ

CREATE A GIVING PLAN.

Establishing a charitable fund at The Foundation
provides you access to the expertise of professionals
at our Center for Designed Philanthropy who can
guide you in making the greatest impact on the
causes you care about most. For example, our
Center team can help you create a giving plan to
support your favorite charities more strategically
versus making “one-off” donations. Plus, they can
DVVLVW\RXLQLGHQWLI\LQJSKLODQWKURSLFğHOGVRILQWHUHVW
that resonate with your charitable passions, and
vet those causes you elect to support. And, since
the Center team is highly knowledgeable in
multigenerational philanthropy, they can work

there are deduction limits to stock donations
GHSHQGLQJRQ\RXULQFRPHDQGVSHFLğFVLWXDWLRQ
and contact us by mid-December to ensure
a smooth process.

THINK ABOUT MAKING
A QUALIFIED CHARITABLE
DISTRIBUTION (QCD)
FROM YOUR IRA.

Although Required Minimum Distributions (RMDs)
were waived in 2020 for most donors, making
D4XDOLğHG&KDULWDEOH'LVWULEXWLRQ 4&' WKLV\HDU
will still allow itemizers and non-itemizers alike to
direct up to $100,000 from their IRA to charities such
DV7KH)RXQGDWLRQLQDWD[HIğFLHQWPDQQHU1RWH
The IRS does not allow IRA funds to be directed into
a donor advised fund. However, donors can easily
establish an endowment fund to support their favorite
charities in perpetuity with their IRA distribution.
Let us help you get started today on
a philanthropic journey that offers not only
WDQJLEOHWD[EHQHğWVEXWEULQJVSHUVRQDO
IXOğOOPHQWWR\RXDQG\RXUIDPLO\E\
VXSSRUWLQJFDXVHVDQGSURJUDPVWKDWKDYH
PHDQLQJWR\RXDVZHOODVOLIWRXUZRUOG
7RGLVFXVVKRZ)RXQGDWLRQSURIHVVLRQDOV
FDQDVVLVW\RXDQG\RXUDGYLVRUVLQGHVLJQLQJ
DSHUVRQDOL]HGSKLODQWKURSLFSODQSOHDVHYLVLW
ZZZMHZLVKIRXQGDWLRQODRUJRUFRQWDFWRXU
'HYHORSPHQWWHDPWRGD\DW
or GHYHORSPHQW#MHZLVKIRXQGDWLRQODRUJ

about the organizations you support and the effect
your giving will have on the future of our community.

PLAN THE TIMING OF
YOUR 2021 GIFT.

December 31 is coming fast. A gift by check is
complete when mailed (postmarked) to the charitable
recipient, even if not cashed until the following year.
Gifts by credit card are complete when your credit
card account is charged.

CONSIDER A GIFT OF
APPRECIATED STOCK.

With surging stock markets over the past several
years, low cost-basis, appreciated stock offers formidable currency and a popular way to fund your charitable giving. Gifts of appreciated marketable securiWLHVKDYHWKHGRXEOHWD[EHQHğWRIDYRLGLQJFDSLWDO
gains tax on the appreciated value while receiving a
deduction for the fair-market-value of the appreciated
gift. The Foundation has managed more than 2,500
donor stock transactions totaling nearly $150 million
for charity, so we know how to simplify things. Please
consult your investment and tax advisors because

About the author: Dan Rothblatt is executive vice
president of the Jewish Community Foundation of
Los Angeles (The Foundation), which manages
$1.4 billion in charitable assets for more than
1,300 families. In 2020, The Foundation and its
donors directed more than $116 million in grants
to Jewish and general community initiatives
locally, nationally and in Israel.
This information is not intended as legal or tax
advice. For such advice, please consult an attorney
or tax advisor. References to tax rates include federal
taxes only and are subject to change. State law may
further impact your individual results.
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Gomez: Image Press Agency/Sipa USA/AP; Zendaya: Joel Ryan/Sony Pictures Entertainment; Del Rey; Kevin Winter/Getty Images for Variety; Alvarez: Charles Sykes/Invision/AP; Spielberg: Charles Sykes/Invision/AP

OUR TOWN
JUST FOR VARIETY
I’ve got good news for Selena Gomez (1) fans. It sounds like
we’ll be hearing some new music from the superstar any day.
“It’s not going to be that long from now,” Gomez tells me.
“It’s not going to be as long as people think.”
Then she laughs: “And that’s all I’m going to say about that.”
What a year in music it’s been for Gomez. She received
her first Grammy nomination — for best Latin pop album
— for “Revelación,” her debut Spanish-language EP. “I cried.
I cried so much because it’s something that not only means
a lot to me, but also a lot to my family and my heritage,”
Gomez says. “I worked so hard to try and make that sound as authentic and real as possible. It was a lot harder to do than any album I’ve ever done. And it was really challenging.”
Her new album will be in English, but Gomez says she’ll record more Spanish-language music: “It’s not in the works right now, but it’s not something I’m not going to do.”
I’m catching up by phone with the performer, who is on the set of Season 2 of “Only Murders in the Building,” her hit Hulu series with Steve Martin and Martin Short.. The three
play neighbors who try to solve a murder in their Upper West Side apartment building.
“It’s cool because personally in my life since I started Season 1 to doing Season 2, I changed
so much,” Gomez says. “I know that it’s a small amount of time, but I think it kind of carried
on into [her character] Mabel. If anything, there’s just more of a sophistication to her. Her
style gets better. She’s like super cool. I cut my hair. So it’s a whole fresh start for Mabel.”

(1)

(2)

(3)

…

Zendaya (2) may play MJ in the current “Spider-Man” franchise, but she insists she’s not
looking to play a superhero. “No, thank you,” she told me while promoting “Spider-Man:
No Way Home” with co-stars Tom Holland and Jacob Batalon.. “If there’s anything
I’ve learned from that, it’s I don’t think I want that. Being a superhero is not all that it’s
cracked up to be, especially when you have supervillains from other universes.” Holland
chimed in, “I think you would wear it well though.”

…

(4)

I chatted with Lana Del Rey (3) on the carpet at Variety’s Hitmakers brunch. Del Rey told
me she’d love to collaborate with Migos. “I think there was like a new revolution of sound
11 years ago in the singer-songwriter community, which I loved to see, and then with
Migos, I think they kicked off a new, super fun, super autobiographical, completely different style of rap,” she said. “I love them.” See more from the Hitmakers event on pages 46-47.

…

Get to know David Alvarez (4)! The actor stars as Bernardo in Steven Spielberg’s (5)
“West Side Story” remake. After winning a Tony when he was 14 for his work in “Billy
Elliot the Musical,” he quietly left the business. After two years in the Army, he returned
briefly to the stage, but went back to school to study philosophy. Then casting director
Cindy Tolan sent him a DM on Instagram three years ago. “She said, ‘Hey, I’ve been trying to look for you. Where have you been?’ Because I kind of disappeared from the art
world for a little bit,” Alvarez recalls. “The message said, ‘Hey, Steven Spielberg’s making
“West Side Story.” We would love to see a self-tape from you for the role of Bernardo.’” He
never told his Army buddies about his musical past. So what did they have to say when
they saw he was starring in “West Side Story”? Find out in my full interview with Alvarez
on this week’s “Just for Variety” podcast.

(5)
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CHECK, PLEASE!

Newborns
&
Nuptials

By Pat Saperstein

Jillian Michaels and
DeShanna Marie Minuto
are engaged. Michaels shared
the news on Instagram,
writing, “1153 days ... here’s to
thousands more. She
said ‘yes.’” Michaels is a fitness
trainer known for “The
Biggest Loser”; Minuto is
a fashion designer.
Keith Warren and
Claire Rubel
married on Nov. 6 at The Ranch
at Laguna Beach. Warren
is vice president of business
affairs at Lionsgate Television;
Rubel is an associate
wealth manager at BNY Mellon
Wealth Management.

Fanny’s Brings Old Hollywood
to New Academy Museum
It’s easy to imagine comedian
Fanny Brice spending many a festive night at storied Hollywood
eateries like Perino’s and the
Brown Derby. Newly opened
for dinner service, Fanny’s — at
Los Angeles’ recently launched
Academy Museum of Motion
Pictures — channels the comfortable, classy feel of those
vintage spots in its own sleek,
contemporary way.
Longtime L.A. restaurateur Bill
Chait and partner Carl Schuster
oversee the restaurant along with
executive chef Raphael Francois,
the Belgian-French charcuterie
maestro behind Tesse on the
Sunset Strip. Museum benefactor
Wendy Stark, whose late father,
producer Ray Stark, was Brice’s
son-in-law, named the restaurant
for the vaudeville and radio entertainer who inspired “Funny Girl.”
Fanny’s has a tricky balancing
act to pull off: By day, it’s a casual
café and coffee stop for visitors
to the museum. At night, diners

can pull up on Fairfax just north
of Wilshire and valet their cars
for dinner or drinks. The elegant
10,000-square-foot corner space —
just about where the May Co. cosmetics counter was in Brice’s day
— was designed by Commune and
conceptualized by the late architect Osvaldo Maiozzi. Lipstick-red
mohair banquettes and maple
wood paneling serve as backdrops
for Konstantin Kakanias’ playful
wraparound mural, which depicts
Hollywood landmarks and stars
including Sammy Davis Jr., Liza
Minnelli, Barbra Streisand and
John Travolta.
While the lunch menu skews
globally eclectic, with dishes like
lamb meatballs, short rib burritos
and smoked fish rillettes, dinner
is “old-school dining — good food
but not pretentious,” Francois
tells Variety. “We’re going to add
a tableside Caesar salad and a
côte du boeuf with a salt crust,”
he says. Entrées also include orata
fish with hollandaise and pork
porterhouse steak. 6067 Wilshire
Blvd., Los Angeles

Raquel Bruno
and Christopher Caira
welcomed daughter
Sophia Juliette on Sept. 2 in
Englewood, N.J. Bruno
is a producer and the owner
of Drive Entertainment
Group; Caira is a registered
nurse and clinical
research associate.

“Breaking Bad” star
Aaron Paul and Lauren Paul
are expecting their second child,
who will join 3-year-old sister
Story Annabelle. “We can’t
wait to meet you baby! We love
you so much already,” Lauren
wrote on Instagram. Lauren is
a director, an actor and
co-founder of Kind Campaign.
Compiled by Selome Hailu
Have wedding, baby or pet news
to share? Email us at
announcements@variety.com.

WHERE I’M EATING
Sian Heder
Writer-director, “CODA”

CaCao Mexicatessen
1576 Colorado Blvd., Los Angeles
“They have some amazing, surprising
tacos there.”

Fanny’s: Wonho Frank Lee; Heder: Ron Adar/SOPA Images/Sipa USA/AP

The Academy
Museum’s
10,000-squarefoot Fanny’s is
a café-coffee
shop by day and
offers dinner and
drinks at night.
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Picture Perfect

MUST ATTEND
By Marc Malkin

Photo21 is a live auction taking place
Dec. 9 at Milk Studios and online
that benefits West Hollywood’s
Stories: The Foundation for the
AIDS Monument and Project
Angel Food. The event will offer
photography by more than 60 artists, including Herb Ritts, Robert
Mapplethorpe and Ron Galella.
Variety asked auction co-chair
Willie Maldonado of Milk Studios
about some of his favorite pieces
up for bidding.
•> Robert Mapplethorpe
1939 Wrestler, 1989
“We are honored to be able to
feature one of the original works
from the legendary Mapplethorpe.
This photo embodies self-expression and truly showcases
Mapplethorpe’s dedication
to craft.”
•> Kwaku Alston
Nelson Mandela, 2003
“Kwaku captures humanity
in his work with a unique and
pensive beauty. This portrait
of Nelson Mandela reminds us

Dec. 8

of the strength of compassion.
It’s inspiring to see the work
Kwaku has done with the Black
AIDS Institute. We are proud of
all he is accomplishing not only
within the industry but also within
the community.”
•> Herb Ritts
Tony and Brian in Sand, Paradise
Cove, 1986
“Herb Ritts is really our inspiration. He paved the way for L.A.
celebrity photographers, and we
wouldn’t be where we are today
without Ritts’ influence.”
•> Ron Galella
Naomi Campbell & Grace Jones, 1990
“This photo totally showcases the
energy of New York and the roots
of our industry! A Ron Galella
photo is always a fun, candid and
intimate moment that is forever
captured in time.”
•> Ed Ruscha
8543 Sunset Blvd., 1966
“An exploration of the ordinary.
L.A. has such an iconic aesthetic
that no one can capture quite
like Ruscha.”

• Sarah Jessica Parker, Cynthia

Nixon, Kristin Davis, Sara Ramírez,
Sarita Choudhury, Nicole Ari Parker
and Karen Pittman walk the carpet
at the premiere of “And Just Like
That … ” at MoMA in New York City.
• Will Forte hosts the premiere of his
Peacock comedy series “MacGruber”
at the California Science Center
in Los Angeles.

Dec. 9
• Patti LuPone, Katrina Lenk, Matt

Doyle and director Marianne Elliott
celebrate the opening of “Company”
on Broadway at the Bernard B.
Jacobs Theatre in New York.
• Michael B. Jordan and Chanté
Adams join director Denzel
Washington for the New York
premiere of “A Journal for Jordan”
at AMC Lincoln Square.

Dec. 12
• Ben Affleck, Lily Rabe,
Rabe Christopher

Lloyd and Tye Sheridan attend the
premiere of “The Tender Bar” at the
TCL Chinese Theatre in Hollywood.

Campbell/Jones: Ron Galella/P hoto21; Parker: Evan Agostini/Invision/AP

The Photo21
auction includes
celebrity
photographer
Ron Galella’s
“Naomi Campbell
& Grace Jones,”
from 1990.

Sarah Jessica Parker

42 ● OUR TOWN

12.08.2021

Glam on the Go

1
2

By Anna Tingley

Stocking-stuffers can often feel banal, and finding small and affordable gifts that actually feel personal can be trickier than it seems. For
makeup lovers, however little surprises have the potential to be some
of the best presents they receive, and portable, compact cosmetics are
a must-have for touching up on the go.
Below, see what makes the finest small beauty items to gift this year,
according to six celebrity makeup artists: Sabrina Bedrani (Gal Gadot),
Shayna Goldberg (Emily Ratajkowski), Sean Harris (Chloe x Halle),
Katey Denno (Felicity Jones), Jamie Greenberg (Chelsea Handler)
and Monika Blunder (Gemma Chan).

1
Dior Forever Skin Correct

“The compact size is perfect for a
stocking, and it’s a great product
to keep in your purse to refresh
your makeup throughout the day
or to even-out your skin without
using foundation. I like to apply
two or three dots under the eye
[and] around the nose area and
chin.” — Sabrina Bedrani
($36, dior.com)

2
Tatcha The Serum Stick

“It’s one of my Holy Grail products.
I use it on every client because it
works great to prime the eye area
before concealer and to touch up
makeup throughout the day.” —
Sean Harris ($48, tatcha.com)

3
Mob Beauty Volumizing Mascara

“I love the fact that Mob is a sustainable, refillable, vegan and
clean mascara. My clients and I
are obsessed with the instant big,
bold and fluffy effect it gives.” —
Monika Blunder ($24, mobbeauty.
com)

4
Lash Star Supreme
Eyelash Curler

3

“It’s so great for a beginner in the
makeup world because it works
so well. Celebrities I’ve used it
on include Katie Lowes, Jane
Levy and Judith Light.” — Jamie
Greenberg ($25, bluemercury.com)

5
Magic Matcha Green
Tea Superfood Masque

6

“It’s a quick, concentrated boost
of hyperpigmentation-erasing
power that also soothes skin for
an immediate calming appearance, so I can use it on set when a
client is dealing with any redness
or irritation.” — Katey Denno
($108, jenetteskincare.com)

4

6
Byredo Tinted Lip Balm

“The shades range from transparent to neutral tones that are subtle
enough to stretch across all skin
tones. I like to apply them straight
from the tube and even smudge a
little on the cheeks with my fingers
for a perfectly natural flush.” —
Shayna Goldberg ($42, byredo.com)

5
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EXPOSURE
Edited by Marc Malkin

Nov. 30

UNICEF at 75
Celebration

Glover/Liu, Roberts: Monica Schipper/Getty Images for UNICEF USA (2); Beauvais, Proudfoot/Bloom, Carson: Vivien Killilea/Getty Images for UNICEF USA (3);
Nightmare Alley: Todd Williamson/January images/Searchlight Pictures

NeueHouse, Los Angeles,
and Lincoln Center, New York
The international humanitarian organization celebrated
its 75th anniversary on Giving
Tuesday by raising $8.5 million from events in 10 cities. In
Los Angeles, Orlando Bloom
introduced the premiere of
“If You Have,” director Ben
Proudfoot’s documentary
about UNICEF. “You are going
to learn about UNICEF and
how this revolutionary organization has transformed
the world for the past 75
years, and how UNICEF has
no intentions of stopping for
the next 75,” the actor said.
“You’re going to hear the quiet
parts said out loud, and you’re
going to meet change makers
you’ve never heard of but
you’ll never forget.”

Danny Glover and
Lucy Liu in New York

Garcelle Beauvais
in Los Angeles

Sofia Carson in Los Angeles

Deborah Roberts in New York

Ben Proudfoot and Orlando Bloom in Los Angeles

Dec. 1

‘Nightmare Alley’
Premiere

Rooney Mara and
Bradley Cooper

Alice Tully Hall, New York
Director and co-writer Guillermo del Toro gushed over
his star and fellow producer
Bradley Cooper. “Working
with him has changed my
life,” del Toro told Variety.
“He is a truth-seeking missile.
He never, ever does anything
that is a decision. He always
seeks the truth to illuminate
the character.” Co-star
Richard Jenkins added,
“Bradley’s a cool dude. What
he is, is a really good actor. …
He’d change it up. He’d play
around. So it was a ball. I had
a ball working with him.” Following the screening, del Toro
and the cast participated in a
Q&A, with star Cate Blanchett
appearing live but virtually
from London.

Stella Maxwell and Irina Shayk

Searchlight Pictures’ Matthew Greenfield and David Greenbaum
flank Guillermo del Toro, Kim Morgan and J. Miles Dale

Ahmir “Questlove”
Thompson

Richard Jenkins
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Dec. 4

Variety Hitmakers
City Market Social House,
Los Angeles
Attendees at Variety’s fifth annual celebration of the Hitmakers issue included
honorees Jack Harlow, Lil Nas X, Olivia
Rodrigo, Billie Eilish, Finneas and
Lana Del Rey, who mingled with guests
and presenters Avril Lavigne, Chloe
Bailey, Pusha T and John Mayer. When
accepting the award for Innovator of the
Year, Nas reflected on his whirlwind rise.
“This year took a lot of mental strength
from me to be able to keep pushing after
my debut put me in such a high place
so quickly,” he said. “I came out. I was
myself. I did what I needed to do. I put
effort into every single part of my career.
I’m simply thankful for this award.”

Louise Donegan and Mike Dean

Lil Nas X and Chloe Bailey

Republic Records’ Wendy Goldstein and
Universal Music Publishing Group’s Jody Gerson

Stacia Mac

Pusha T

Blake Slatkin and Gracie Abrams

Interscope Geffen A&M’s John Janick
and The Revels Group’s Jamil Davis

Avril Lavigne and Olivia Rodrigo

Rob Grimaldi, Stephen Kirk, Jenna Andrews and Alex Bilowitz

Nas X/Bailey, Mac: Matt Winkelmeyer/Getty Images for Variety (2); Donegan/Dean, Goldstein/Gerson, Slatkin/Abrams, Lavigne/Rodrigo, Grimaldi/Kirk/Andrews/Bilowitz: P hotographs by Michael Buckner (5);
Janick/Davis: Stefanie Keenan/Getty Images for Variety; Pusha: Michael Kovac/Getty Images for Variety

EXPOSURE

EXPOSURE

Kali Uchis

Sean Bankhead
Uchis, Bankhead, Harlow/Mayer, Biral/Silverstein/Bay-Schuck/Anitta: Michael Kovac/Getty Images for Variety (4); Carson: Kevin Winter/Getty Images for Variety;
Halperin/Del Rey, Finneas/Zimmer/Eilish, Dior/Rosen: P hotographs by Michael Buckner (3); Harlow/Normani, Nigro/McEvily: Stefanie Keenan/Getty Images for Variety (2);
Mitchell/Habtemeriam/City Girls: Matt Winkelmeyer/Getty Images for Variety

Janick/Davis: Stefanie Keenan/Getty Images for Variety; Pusha: Michael Kovac/Getty Images for Variety
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Columbia Records’ Jenifer Mallory
and Ron Perry flank John Mayer

Jack Harlow and Normani

Warner Records’ Tom Corson

Take a Daytrip’s David Biral, S10 Entertainment’s Brandon Silverstein,
Warner Records’ Aaron Bay-Schuck and Anitta

Variety’s Shirley Halperin with Lana Del Rey

Finneas, Hans Zimmer and Billie Eilish

Quality Control’s Simone Mitchell and Motown Records’
Ethiopia Habtemariam flank City Girls’ JT and Yung Miami

Dan Nigro and State of the Art’s Ian McEvily

Iann Dior and Electric Feel’s Austin Rosen
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EXPOSURE
Dec. 2

‘Being the Ricardos’ Premiere
Jazz at Lincoln Center, New York
Writer-director Aaron Sorkin hopes the film inspires people to take
a break from social media. “Mostly, I want them to have a good time
during the two hours that were asked for their attention, realize that
the lives of Lucy and Desi were considerably more complicated than
Lucy and Ricky and pay less attention to Twitter,” he told Variety.
The film takes a look at the backlash that Lucille Ball endured after
a press report accused her of being a member of the Communist
Party in the 1930s. “I hope the way they’ll react is that they’ll see
some similarities between what’s happening to Lucy and what happens to a number of people that fall out of favor with Twitter,” Sorkin
said, adding, “It just seems like when you walk into social media that
you’re walking into a big room with mean graffiti all over the walls.”

Jake Lacy and Alia Shawkat

Nicole Kidman
and Javier Bardem

Ruth Black and Todd Black

Tony Hale

Aaron Sorkin

“buoyant and infectious”

Being the Ricardos: Todd Williamson/January Images/Amazon Studios (5)

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION
BEST DOCUMENTARY FEATURE
AND BEST ORIGINAL SONG

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION
BEST DOCUMENTARY FEATURE

The role of a lifetime.
“One of the Best Doc Experiences
of the Year”
– Dave Poland, Movie City News

FOR YOUR CONSIDERATION
BEST DOCUMENTARY FEATURE

FROM THE OSCAR ® NOMINATED DIRECTOR
OF “WINTER ON FIRE”
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THE

PIVOT

DAVID ZASLAV
WANTS TO WRITE A NEW
NARRATIVE FOR A
LEGENDARY STUDIO AMID
DRAMATIC DISRUPTION
IN THE GLOBAL
ENTERTAINMENT
ECONOMY
P.
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By CLAUDIA ELLER
and CYNTHIA LITTLETON

Photographs by
ART STREIBER

Gutter Credit

His day started off with a sobering phone call with Suzy Welch,
author, host and widow of longtime General Electric CEO Jack Welch.
The morning headlines from the once largest company in the world
and citadel of corporate America came as a jolt to Zaslav, who previously worked for then-GE-owned NBC for 18 years.
After years of struggling, GE announced on Nov. 9 that it will
carve itself up over the next two years into three publicly traded
companies focused separately on energy, aviation and health care.
The conglomerate founded in 1892 through the merger of Thomas
Edison’s Edison General Electric Co. and Thomson-Houston Electric
Co. essentially will be no more.
Zaslav, the indefatigable CEO of Discovery Inc., did not miss the
cautionary tale offered by the GE story at this momentous point
in his long career in television. As Discovery is poised to conclude
a transformational merger with WarnerMedia by the middle of
next year, it’s Zaslav’s job to make sure that company, Warner Bros.
Discovery, will be well positioned to evolve and thrive amid a torrent
of market disruption.
“Nothing is entitled,” says Zaslav, reflecting on his conversation
moments earlier with Suzy Welch. “You don’t get to keep anything
because of what you did yesterday. It’s just a reminder of how hard
you have to fight every day to create products that consumers want
and nourish, but to stay relevant.”
In a lengthy interview with Variety, Zaslav spoke about the business challenges ahead for the enlarged entity that he will lead as
CEO, assuming the $43 billion merger secures regulatory approval.
This past May, Zaslav pulled off Hollywood’s biggest boardroom
coup in decades, bringing together Discovery’s businesses with AT&T’s
WarnerMedia in a deal that positions him as Hollywood’s newest
media baron. He helped orchestrate the surprise merger agreement
with AT&T CEO John Stankey, his friend and golfing buddy.

P.
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DAVID
ZASLAV
IS SAD.

“We’ve been going side by side, John
Stankey and I, and we’ve been fighting the
same seas,” Zaslav says. “When you put
these two boats together, we’re gonna blow
by everybody.”
Zaslav has spent most of this year closely
studying the entertainment industry, getting to better know the key players and
learning how the COVID shock has altered
consumer behavior.
“The thing I like about him the most is
he’s earnest in ways that are in very short
supply these days,” says CAA managing
director Bryan Lourd, who’s been one of
Zaslav’s close advisers during his tour of
Hollywood. “He absolutely means what he
says; he’s a through-thick-and-thin guy. And
he knows what he doesn’t know.” Lourd says
Zaslav’s biggest challenge is “buying an old
media company, which is just beginning
to pivot.”

AS L AV WAS A L R E A DY an alpha CEO

in his own right — he’s taken
Discovery from second-tier
cable programmer to Big Media player over the past 15 years
— but his new exalted role at Warner Bros.
Discovery will expand his sphere of influence and significantly raise his public profile. And the combined company is bulking
up to compete even more fiercely with two
formidable rivals, Disney and Netflix, which
will be no easy feat given their market dominance in the streaming universe.
Those who know Zaslav say he’s equipped
for the job.
“David is creative and passionate regarding all aspects of the media industry, and he’s
done a wonderful job with the assets he has
at Discovery,” says ViacomCBS chair Shari
Redstone. “I have great respect for him both
as a colleague and a friend.”
Zaslav details his vision for success —
getting to the Holy Grail of 200 million-250
million global subscribers — with a suite of
streaming services that include HBO Max,
Discovery Plus and CNN Plus. He also wants
to restore the luster of the storied Warner
Bros. studio and help “create a new narrative” on Wall Street for legacy media giants.

“Most of the media business is so mired in what has been happening and where we’ve been, and we really need to focus this company
on where we’re going and how lucky we are to have the assets and
the hand we have in an environment where I have been for a long
time,” he says. “The industry is in the midst of a full evolution.”
Zaslav and his core senior management team (mostly white
males) have been developing a blueprint for how the combined
businesses will be structured and managed. He won’t share many
details, saying it’s premature because the companies are still limited in how much they can discuss and plan together until the
regulatory review is complete.
But Zaslav already knows how the big-picture math works for
the company in the short term. Warner Bros. Discovery’s goal is to
harness the benefits of a projected $8 billion in free cash flow that
will come over the next few years mostly from its linear businesses
and Discovery’s cable channels as well as WarnerMedia’s CNN, TNT,
TBS and others. A portion of the cash will be earmarked for paying down more than $52 billion in debt, while the lion’s share, says
Zaslav, will be invested in new content — the lifeblood of a pure-play
entertainment concern like Warner Bros. Discovery.
“One of our biggest issues is how do we deploy that cash? And how
do we put it to work so that when we emerge five years from now, a
very big percentage of our overall company is our global streaming
business that’s reaching 200 million-plus homes, and there’s a strong
Warner Bros. motion picture business and the Warner Bros. TV production business,” he muses.
Zaslav sees a window of time for Warner Bros. Discovery to invest
smartly in content assets that can drive direct-to-consumer subscription businesses, such as HBO Max and Discovery Plus. He also
makes it clear that he wants to reenergize the Warner Bros. moviemaking machine, calling box office “the top of the funnel” for drawing
eyeballs to lucrative direct-to-consumer services.
“Our job is to grow the right side of the company — the streaming
business, the motion picture business and the TV production business — faster than the traditional business declines,” Zaslav says.

AS L AV I S N AT U R A L LY head cheerleader for the transaction,

and he’s unsurprisingly bullish on the combined company’s chances of competing alongside Netflix, Disney
Plus, Amazon and Hulu in the top echelon of broadbased streaming services. He gets animated when
he talks about the potential of marrying what he calls the “shock
and awe” delivered by Warner Bros. and HBO — big content franchises à la “Game of Thrones,” “Batman,” “Superman,” “Wonder
Woman” and “Harry Potter” movies — with the lifestyle comfort
food and how-to programming that is the backbone of Discovery’s
unscripted content.
But the less rosy, more realistic view of the next 24 months is that
Zaslav will be stepping into the fight of his life. Morale has fallen to
a new low across Warner Bros. and HBO after a tumultuous threeplus years, marked by significant management upheaval and jarring

“

NOTHING IS
ENTITLED. YOU
DON’T GET TO
KEEP ANYTHING
BECAUSE OF
WHAT YOU DID
YESTERDAY.

”

— David Zaslav
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restructuring since AT&T took ownership in
June 2018.
There are sure to be further executive
changes, including the expected departure
of WarnerMedia CEO Jason Kilar when the
deal is finalized. Zaslav declined to comment
on the fate of Kilar and other top executives
in the management-heavy ranks of Warner
Bros. who may be vulnerable.
“We’ll make those decisions after we close
on who stays and what’s the best structure,”
Zaslav says. “But we’ll try to move rather
quickly to establish some clarity on what
the team is and how we’re going to work
together to try and drive this common goal
of making Warner Bros. Discovery the best
media company in the world.”
Zaslav acknowledges that although
Warner Bros. has certainly had its share of
upheaval, it is not alone: “We’re in like the seventh inning of disruption,” he says, “and every
media company has gone through downsizing and restructuring. People are scared;
the world is changing. They’re not sure their
jobs are going to be the same tomorrow and
they’re right … and not all media companies
are going to survive.”
With AT&T bailing out, it’s up to Zaslav
to shore up the foundations for the future
of the disparate WarnerMedia businesses
and the international bouquet of prime
lifestyle, enthusiast and European sports
channels that he brings to the WB lot from
the Discovery orbit. He needs to generate
enough profit to plow it right back into
content production that will keep the
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Bruce Campbell, who has quietly
played a key role helping David Zaslav
assemble the building blocks of
Discovery’s empire, stealthily steered
the Warner Bros. Discovery deal
BY CYNTHIA LITTLETON

BRUCE CAMPBELL has served as
Discovery CEO David Zaslav’s top
dealmaker for more than 20 years,
and over their tenures at NBCUniversal
and Discovery, has helped orchestrate
many key M&A deals. The transactions
ranged from the merger of NBC and
Universal Studios to Discovery’s
purchase of Eurosport and its 2018
acquisition of Scripps Networks
Interactive that bolstered its arsenal
of lifestyle TV brands.
But in early March, Campbell was
handed his toughest assignment yet
after learning that Zaslav had initiated
secret talks with AT&T CEO John Stankey
that culminated in the surprise $43
billion WarnerMedia-Discovery spinoff
agreement unveiled May 17.
“Effectively, a meaningfully
smaller company is acquiring the
larger company,” Campbell says.
“It’s an interesting dynamic that
you rarely see.”
Campbell was among the handful
of need-to-know executives to
be in the loop through most of the
negotiation process. Not only did
the eye-popping pact stay out of the
headlines until just a day before the
transaction was unveiled, but it stayed
off the radar of the voracious M&A
market of bankers and advisers.
“Often the bankers and the industry
generally see the deals coming. When we
bought Scripps, no one was surprised.
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This one, no one saw
coming,” he says.
Negotiating a deal
in pandemic-imposed
conditions was also a
first. Campbell believes
the virtual-negotiations
factor went a long way
to keeping chatter
down. There were no
groups of lawyers and
bankers gathering in
conference rooms. One
of the first big in-person
meetings came late
in the process, about
two weeks before the
deal was announced.
For the occasion, Aryeh
Bourkoff, Liontree
CEO and financial
adviser to AT&T, cleared
the floor of his Madison
Avenue offices before
either contingent
arrived in midtown.
“We certainly
had the element of
surprise on our side,”
Campbell says.
The hardest part
of getting the deal
done, as always,
Campbell says, was
making the business
case for why it makes
more sense to bring
the two companies
together than to keep
them apart. As chief
dealmaker, it’s his
responsibility to vet
that case — even check
the CEO’s enthusiasm
if need be — and make
sure the math and the
rationale all add up.

“If you’re an investment banker,
their job is to get deals done. Coming
from inside, we have to continue
to think what’s going to matter to
this company five years from now,”
Campbell says.
Unsurprisingly, Campbell would not
expand on the issues and points that
arose in the WarnerMedia negotiations
other than to say that much back-andforth was done on the valuation of the
various assets contributed by both sides.
Since he landed at Discovery, a
few months behind Zaslav, Campbell
has been the CEO’s right hand in
executing the strategic plan that has
yielded a triple-digit expansion of
Discovery earnings.
In addition to striking deals,
Campbell’s remit in operations has
expanded steadily. He oversees most of
Discovery’s revenue-generating operations, and he is unquestionably in line for
a big role in the expanded Warner Bros.
Discovery, so long as the deal closes as
expected by the middle of next year and
doesn’t hit regulatory turbulence.
Campbell, like Zaslav, can’t discuss
future plans in any depth while the
merger is under review by the Justice
Department. But he indicates that
Warner Bros., HBO and others
at WarnerMedia are in for a burst of
activity once Zaslav is firmly holding
the keys to HBO and the town’s
biggest movie and TV studio.
“We are as non-bureaucratic as a
media company can be. That’s a really
unique thing about the culture here and
David’s leadership style,” Campbell
says. “David is hands-on. He loves
deals. He’s a big reason why we’ve
been able to get things done. He’s got
a real people focus and knows what
his team is capable of.”

Robert Severi

NAVIGATOR
IN CHIEF

THE INNER
CIRCLE
Zaslav relies on a tight
group of senior managers
to pilot Discovery

NANCY DANIELS
Chief brand officer,
Discovery & factual
The company veteran
revved up TLC with hits such
as “90-Day Fiancé,” “Sister
Wives” and “My 600-lb Life”
before taking over Discovery
and Science Channel.

ADRIA
ALPERT ROMM
Chief people
and culture officer
After a 25-year run at
NBCUniversal as a senior
human resources executive, Alpert Romm moved to
Discovery within months of
Zaslav in 2007.

KATHLEEN FINCH
Chief lifestyle
brands officer

DAVID LEAVY

Daniels: Mark Daniels; Finch: John Black P hotography/Food Network; Wiedenfels: Discovery Communications

Chief corporate
operating officer
The 21-year company
veteran and former Clinton
administration communications official has become
a key diplomat for and
consiglieri to Zaslav.

The Scripps Networks alum,
who scored big ratings and
profits with Food Network
and HGTV, was tapped to run
a huge portfolio of femalefocused channels following
the 2018 Scripps acquisition.

JEAN-BRIAC
PERRETTE
President and CEO,
Discovery Streaming
and International

GUNNAR WIEDENFELS
Chief financial officer
The financial wiz is crucial
to keeping what Zaslav likes
to call “a free cash-flow
machine” humming with a
balance sheet ready for M&A
when opportunity strikes.

The executive, who once
worked with Zaslav at
NBCUniversal in business
development, signed on in
2011 to run digital and now
steers Discovery’s international operations and direct-toconsumer platforms.

direct-to-consumer subscription dollars
flowing. Learning how to operate on the
scripted side of the business of Warner Bros.
and HBO, Zaslav is taking a big step into an
unfamiliar arena that works at an unfamiliar
price point — particularly when it comes to
stomaching the high cost of tentpole movies
and episodic TV series.
And Zaslav has a well-earned reputation
as a tightfisted businessman in running
Discovery’s domestic and international businesses. The company has been criticized for
pushing its producers to find cost savings
and to grind down budgets. In 2019, it provoked a brief revolt among producers when
its finance department floated the idea of
having them leverage Discovery’s long relationship with Citibank to essentially self-finance license fee payments so that Discovery
could better manage its cash flows. (The plan
was quickly tabled.)

N E O F Z AS L AV ’ S first big decisions

will be whether to combine or
keep separate the enlarged
company’s two major streaming platforms: HBO Max and
Discovery Plus. The name of the game now
is subscriber gains and minimizing churn
rates. Those are things Zaslav already sees
happening with Discovery Plus. Of the two
prized platforms, he adds: “We’re going to
make them available in a way that is simplest
for the consumer.”
In Europe, Discovery has experimented
with bundling options for its Eurosport service. With Discovery Plus rolling out around
the world, the company has benefited by
offering a wider array of content options
under one umbrella. After the merger, at
least in the short term, Warner Bros. Discovery is sure to offer HBO Max, CNN Plus
and Discovery Plus for one overarching price
as a bundle to consumers, perhaps with
other discrete streaming services such as
Motor Trend.
“We’ve had a lot more success [in Europe]
putting all our content together than in
packaging them separately. When we put
sports, news, all of our entertainment
and all of our nonfiction together in some

David Zaslav
holds center
stage during
Discovery’s
2018 Upfront
in New York.
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“

I ADORED WORKING FOR
SCRIPPS. BUT ALL THE
OPPORTUNITIES THAT CAME
TO US WHEN WE BECAME
PART OF A BIGGER, BROADER
COMPANY WERE AMAZING.
WE’RE GOING TO HAVE THAT
ALL OVER AGAIN.

”

— Kathleen Finch

America that own GE stock and are counting on us,” Zaslav recalls.
“So get in there on Sunday, stay all night when you need to. We’ve got
to continue to innovate and innovate and innovate.”
Kathleen Finch, the top content executive at Discovery in her role
as chief lifestyle brands officer, is already excited about the prospect
of blending Warner Bros. and HBO content into the menu for Food
Network, HGTV and other unscripted channels. She notes that a
Warner Bros. crime drama movie could lend itself to a companion
documentary or series on Discovery true crime cabler ID. A studio
drive to reboot older animation characters could be greased by a Food
Network baking special or a Discovery Plus marathon of some sort.
“Our minds are spinning about what we can do together to really
grow the audience base as big as we possibly can,” says Finch. On
most nights, the largest brands in Discovery’s linear portfolio alone
(Discovery, TLC, Food Network, HGTV, ID, OWN) reach some 25% of

Mike Coppola/Getty Images for Discovery

markets, we have found lower churn and
higher growth,” he says.
Amid all this, Zaslav and his seasoned team
of corporate veterans are tasked with pulling
off a massive merger and all the tricky integration of operations and cultures that this
entails. He needs to meet aggressive financial targets promised to Wall Street. And WBD
faces the enormous hurdle of keeping pace
with its larger rivals in the content-spending
arena, as well as in technology and product
innovation. Warner Bros. Discovery is projected to have a market cap of around $60
billion. It will spend a combined $20 billion
on content in 2022. By comparison, Disney
recently announced it would spend $33 billion
on content in fiscal 2022, a 32% increase from
the $25 billion it shelled out in fiscal 2021.
“We certainly have the resources to do
whatever we need to do,” Zaslav says. “And if
we think spending more is going to generate
more subscribers or generate more people
to go into the movie theaters, and it’s going to
help the overall experience that consumers
have with us as a content company, then we
have the capacity and every ability to do it.”
The need for big companies to continuously
evolve is the biggest lesson drawn from the
demise of GE, which Zaslav noted was once
proudly a widows-and-orphans stock because
of its rock-steady quarterly returns.
“When I was running the cable group for
NBC, GE was the largest company in the world.
And GE was also the stock that was the most
widely held. And Jack [Welch] used to say this
all the time — he would say it in our hardest
moments — that there are more retirees in

the women watching TV. That kind of reach,
coupled with the growing Discovery Plus service, can only be valuable to Warner Bros.
and HBO/HBO Max marketers.
Finch came to Discovery in 2018 through its
acquisition of Food Network and HGTV parent
Scripps Networks Interactive, which had been
based in Knoxville, Tenn. Finch had a strong
track record of running Food and HGTV at
the time of the merger, which meant she got
the big post-merger job as lifestyle content
boss over Discovery’s in-house contenders.
“The feeling you get when you walk the
halls here is anticipation and excitement,”
Finch says of the environment at Discovery’s
Manhattan headquarters. “I adored working for Scripps. But all the opportunities
that came to us when we became part of
a bigger, broader company were amazing.
We’re going to have that all over again” with
WarnerMedia, she says.

ONGTIME ASSOCIATES say one of Zas-

lav’s biggest personal assets as
a leader is an unflagging optimism, mixed with a healthy dose
of get-it-done drive. Though
known to be demanding and at times impatient, he knows how to manage and he knows
how to motivate.
Discovery was a sleepy cable programming company in Bethesda, Md., when
Zaslav arrived in January 2007, fresh from
NBCUniversal. He had been passed over for
Jeff Zucker in the race to succeed Robert
Wright as CEO of NBCUniversal, so it was no
surprise that Zaslav took off from 30 Rock for
far greener pastures when he was recruited
to lead Discovery by famed media investor
John Malone.
Within a few years, Discovery had gone
public and Zaslav was making headlines: He
was the highest-paid public company CEO
in 2018, with a compensation package valued
at $129.5 million, in part because his stock
options shot up in value.
After Zaslav arrived in Bethesda, “he
brought the aspiration and the heat. All of a
sudden we were not just this little company
— we were ‘the No. 1 nonfiction media company in the world,’” says a Discovery veteran.

“He brought buzz and visibility and confidence and swagger. He
opened our eyes to the excitement of what Discovery could be.
The Brooklyn-born Zaslav has a natural sense of mogul to him.
It’s a level of swagger that matters when galvanizing a company
as large as Discovery, with 9,800 employees, let alone the supersized Warner Bros. Discovery. WarnerMedia at present has about
27,000 employees.
Endeavor CEO Ari Emanuel sees Zaslav as a welcome new force
in Hollywood. “He’s incredibly present,” Emanuel tells Variety. “He’s
there every day. He’s working there; he’s meeting people and asking
the right questions. That hasn’t happened for a while.” Zaslav is in
the process of moving from New York to Los Angeles, where he’s
renovating the 1942 Beverly Hills mansion that was once home to
the late Paramount Pictures chief and producer Bob Evans.
Zaslav’s confidence in WBD’s future is so strong that he sees the
tides turning for TV’s old guard. He says he has hard numbers to
back up his optimism and the financial projections that Discovery
and WarnerMedia have released to date. Now that Discovery has
almost a year of experience with Discovery Plus (which launched
in the U.S. on Jan. 4), he sees a path to healthy profit margins from
digital media. That’s a change from the previous 15 years, when the
skeptics saw Big Media trading analog dollars for digital pennies.
Zaslav points out that Discovery Plus now commands $7 a month
per subscriber. Discovery gets to keep more of that $7 than it did
under the traditional cable/satellite TV system, but it still has to give
a cut to digital distributors. Where Discovery really scores is in the
“ad-light” version of Discovery Plus that it offers for $5. That service
is more valuable because the company can generate about $6 more
per subscriber in advertising revenue than with the version that
serves up a limited amount of advertising.
The Discovery chief ticks off the revenue streams that flow to
the firm’s bottom line with gusto as he makes the case that there
is a light at the end of the disruption tunnel for traditional media
and entertainment.
“I see real money and real value creation in where digital is today
versus where it was 10 years ago, when that ‘analog dollars’ phrase
felt so right and so real,” Zaslav says. “It’s analog dollars to a yellow
brick road of opportunity.”
Executives who have worked with Zaslav say another of his
strengths is knowing when to move on from a crossroads, whether
it be change or failure or restructuring or rebranding. Discovery
insiders predict that Warner Bros. and HBO/HBO Max employees
“won’t know what hit them” when Zaslav brings his can-do and “time
to move on” attitude to the rank and file.
“When this company comes together, it’s a start over. It’s a new
hand; it’s a new menu,” Zaslav says. “It’s a refocus on a new future,
and a new opportunity. And how lucky we all are to be part of Warner
Bros. Discovery — me at the very top of that list. How lucky we are
to be able to have a real chance with all these great assets to be
the place that my grandchildren will come to on every platform in
the world. And I think all that is really doable with optimism, with
energy and with a will to win. Because I think we got the goods.”

By
Adam B. Vary

HOW
DAVID
ARCHULETA
STOPPED
HIDING
AFTER
COMING
OUT —
DESPITE
FEARS OF
REJECTION
FROM THE
MORMON
CHURCH
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t was round two of the semifinals on Season 7 of “American
Idol,” and David Archuleta had
just closed the Feb. 28, 2008,
episode with John Lennon’s
“Imagine.” The performance — a
master class in immaculate pop
vocal precision — earned the
then-17-year-old wild screams
from the tween and teen girls in
the studio audience and instant
raves from the judges. Randy
Jackson told Archuleta he was
“born to do exactly what you’re
doing.” Paula Abdul gushed that
he was “destined for superstardom.” And Simon Cowell proclaimed, “Right now, you’re the
one to beat.”
In that moment, with his
father, Jeff, beaming from his
seat just feet away, Archuleta
knew he should be nothing but
grateful for the praise. Instead,
one thought kept drumming
through his head: “I don’t want to be here anymore.”
He didn’t understand why those girls were screaming,
let alone why tens of millions of people would vote for him
week after week — ultimately catapulting Archuleta to the
finale, where he would finish second to David Cook. He
didn’t understand, either, why older male fans kept yelling
at him to come out already, or why his own father would tell
him about online speculation about his sexuality like it was
hot gossip. He was overwhelmed by the unrelenting schedule. He hated being pitted against other singers. He desperately missed his family back home in Utah. Fundamentally,
Archuleta didn’t know that he wanted any of this at all.
“I felt so disconnected from everything,” he says now,
perched on his publicist’s couch on a scorching Los Angeles
day in October. “Like, 13 years later, I’m piecing together
what actually was going on. But it’s still a process because
I still don’t understand why people were so into it.” Now 30,
the singer breaks into a nervous laugh familiar to anyone
who watched him on “Idol.”
“I think I was just in protection mode the whole time,”
he says. “If anything, I was putting a wall between me and
everyone else.”
Last June, Archuleta tore down that wall with an
Instagram post in which he came out as being a member
of the LGBTQIA+ community. The decision came after
Archuleta — a lifelong and devoted member of the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints — says God told him to
share his story with the world, and Archuleta obliged by

picking up his phone, writing the post and sending it without telling anyone in advance other than one of his sisters.
Archuleta instantly became one of the most high-profile
members of the Mormon faith to be openly LGBTQ, which
has put him at odds with his church’s prohibition against
acting on same-sex attraction — although Archuleta’s asexuality, which he also revealed in the Instagram caption, has
made that particular hurdle a bit less onerous to navigate.

Still, it’s a journey that has been both bewildering and
excruciating, pushing Archuleta to the brink of his religious
beliefs and his desire to live at all. In a nearly three-hour
conversation with Variety, it’s also clear that Archuleta’s
coming-out post was the latest, most significant step in his
decade-long struggle to wrest back the control of his life —
and career — that he believes he lost that fateful February
day on the biggest TV show in America.

hen Archuleta was on “Idol,” he was perpetually abashed and tongue-tied, straining to
string together a few sentences even when
host Ryan Seacrest tossed him the easiest
softball questions. As an adult, he does not
have that issue. He’s retained his boyish, aw-shucks charm,
but his words now tumble out of him, undaunted by even
the most personal disclosures.

Jeff Archuleta
with his son at
a performance
at David's high
school in 2008

“My parents never talked to me about puberty,” he says.
“I didn’t know what wet dreams were. I didn’t know what
arousals were. I didn’t know that hair was going to be growing in parts of my body. All that was foreign to me. I didn’t
know. And so I was freaking out.”
Archuleta says this by way of explaining his understanding — or, rather, his utter lack of it — of what being gay
means as the second oldest of five siblings in a Mormon
family that was increasingly frayed by his parents’ disintegrating marriage. He was home-schooled for most of his
childhood, especially after his father began showing off
Archuleta’s natural gifts as a singer: on “The Jenny Jones
Show” at 11, on “Star Search” at 13, and as soon as he was
eligible, auditioning for “Idol” at 16.
Looking back, Archuleta says his time on “Idol” was “miserable” and “traumatic.” Most of his fellow finalists, he says,
had some kind of nervous breakdown at some point during
the season. And yet he winces every time he speaks ill of
the show.
“I get afraid to blame things on ‘American Idol,’ because
something in me is programmed to say, ‘I have to be grateful, because where would I be without it?’” Archuleta says.
“But at the same time, I’ve talked to other ‘American Idol’
contestants about how we all have trust issues. Like: ‘You
can’t trust anyone anymore, not even your own family.’
That’s what we were told. It was like some weird grooming
process, from the very first audition, the way that they were
speaking to us, kind of like, ‘You’re powerless little bugs. If
you step out of line, then you’re out of here, and you’re going
to lose this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.’”
When reached for comment by Variety, former “American
Idol” executive producer Nigel Lythgoe does not dispute
Archuleta’s account. “I had a wonderful time working with
David and was totally unaware of his grievances,” Lythgoe
says in a statement. “I’m so sorry he has a bad recollection of
his experiences on the show. He did so well in the competition, and his battle with David Cook provided an extremely
exciting Finale.”
Archuleta’s father did indeed become a difficult presence as his son’s star began to rise on the show, but when
Archuleta confided in “Idol” staffers about it, somehow

his concerns wound up on TMZ. “Anything to make it look
like my dad is this evil man and poor little helpless David,”
Archuleta says now with far more anger than he ever
allowed himself on “Idol.”
It was destabilizing in the extreme, and scarcely could
have happened at a worse possible moment for a queer
Mormon kid with a million questions about himself and
no one he felt he could turn to for answers.
“It’s been quite a journey for him to just know who he
is,” says Melinda Doolittle, who came in third on Season 6
of “American Idol” and befriended Archuleta. “When you
do something as transformative as ‘Idol’ when you’re still
figuring it all out, sometimes it’s very easy to let other people
figure it out for you. So I’m really proud of him for shutting
that noise out.”

n December 2011, Archuleta announced he would
spend two years serving a Mormon mission in
Chile. It was, he says with a chuckle, an act of
“rebellion” against the unceasing pressure he
felt from all sides to transform his popularity
on “American Idol” into a viable — and lucrative — music
career, at the cost of any personal life or self-awareness.
His first single, “Crush,” went double platinum, and yet
Archuleta had never once had a crush of his own.
“It was not a feeling I ever allowed myself to feel,” he says.
From his earliest memories, his only conception of a relationship between two people was the covenant of marriage
between a man and a woman that is the foundation of the
LDS faith. (Unbidden, he breaks into the unironically titled
Mormon hymn “Love Is Spoken Here” to illustrate: “I see my
mother kneeling with the family each day … with father and
mother leading the way.”) When he was a kid, any flutters of
feeling for, say, an animated Disney prince were immediately
tamped down. By the time he was old enough to examine
them, Archuleta was a household name with a major recording contract and a worldwide tour to support it.
After his first, self-titled album went gold in November
2008, Archuleta says he informed his label, Jive Records,
that he wanted to go on his mission, but he was rebuffed,
told he was contractually obligated to deliver more music.
“I naturally kept dragging my feet,” he says. “I know it
was very difficult, because they’re like, this is a good kid,
he’s talented, but he’s not reaching his potential as an artist, because he’s not willing to record the songs that will
get him to where he can be successful. But I don’t want to
be successful if it means I’m not going to have any time to
process what I need to as a human being.”
His next album of originals, 2010’s “The Other Side of
Down,” fizzled out, and Jive dropped him the following
year. He was, at last, free to go on his mission. Just about
everyone in his life was unhappy. He was thrilled.
“I need quiet and alone time, and from the moment
‘American Idol’ auditions began when I was 16 to when I
was 21, I never had that,” he says. As he lived and worked in
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Host Ryan
Seacrest with
Archuleta on
the Season 7
May 20, 2008,
finale episode
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Chile in a mission just south of Santiago, he had the space
to begin to look at himself and recognize his attraction to
other men. And yet, by the time Archuleta sat down with
his mission president in Chile to finally come out to someone, he was still so disassociated from his own life that he
couldn’t remember why he’d made the appointment. He
had to refer to his journal to remind himself.
In 2014, he came out as gay to his family, who responded
well, but that didn’t quite feel right either. He still felt some
attraction to women — and, more crucially, the gravitational pull of the Mormon church’s singular devotion to
heterosexual families.
“I thought, like, I may be attracted to guys, but eventually,
I’ll be able to make marriage work because that’s just how
it is,” he says. “Marriage between a man and a woman is
ordained by God. That’s the standard. I’ve been trying all
my life to fit that standard and make it work.”
So Archuleta began dating women and ignoring his interest in men. He also knew that while his attraction to both
genders was real, his sexual drive was not like that of other
men he knew, gay or straight; he needed a close, intimate
connection first. It was certainly helpful in keeping to the
LDS tenet of chastity before marriage. But the elemental lack
of trust drilled into him on “Idol” had become as bone deep
as his conviction that he had to marry a woman to be happy.
The combination proved untenable: Letting anyone get
truly close meant exposing a side of himself he’d been taught
was incompatible with living a godly life, and the seething anger and resentment that were stoked in Archuleta
terrified him. His life was still not truly his own, and after
a relationship with a girlfriend fell apart in May, he found
himself in an especially dark place.
“I felt like I was burying a body and it wouldn’t ever die,
because it’s me,” he says. “[I was] getting to the point of, like, if
I need to bury this, I need to bury myself with it. I was thinking
it was better off for me to not even exist, because I don’t want
to be a way that God doesn’t want me to be. At that point, I
was like, if He’s not there, then why does this even matter?”
At his home in Nashville, he fell to his knees and began a
prayer he’d made countless times before: “God, please take
this away from me. If you’re there, and if you really have a plan

month later, Archuleta came out on Instagram,
announcing that he is on “a spectrum of bisexual.” Given how hideous the internet can be, he
worried he’d opened himself up to a torrent
of hate, but he says both online and in his life,
the vast majority of responses have been supportive. In his
local LDS congregation in Nashville, in fact, several people
have since come out to him.
“I realized there’s so many of us, but they’re invisible,”
he says. “That’s when, OK, I see now why I was put where I
am, and why I need to speak up.”
He’s already started. After Jeffrey R. Holland, an LDS elder
and former president of Brigham Young University, gave
a speech at BYU in which he called for “more musket fire”
in defense of the church’s stance on same-sex attraction
and marriage, Archuleta responded with a lengthy video
post to Instagram asking for more “hard conversations”
and better understanding between LDS leadership and
the LGBTQ community.
He’s reticent to talk much about his dating life, but he
allows that he’s beginning to grasp that his bisexuality manifests in an attraction to androgyny in both genders. “Maybe
I shouldn’t … ” he says to himself before diving in with a wide,
toothy grin. “There are a lot of very attractive lesbians — the
ones who, like, have a masculine energy to them.”
Archuleta’s music career is also in full gear; he’ll go on a
COVID-postponed tour next year to promote his 2019 album,
“Therapy Sessions.” And he’s in the middle of a series of
Christmas gigs, including a performance in Texas with the
Turtle Creek Chorale, a predominantly gay men’s chorus
— a first for Archuleta (whose 2010 performance with the
Mormon Tabernacle Choir on the church’s holiest night has
garnered millions of views on YouTube). He expects there
will be a lot of that kind of thing in his future.
“This is still new for me, but I feel good about it,” he says.
“I don’t have to be someone else. I’m just holding this part
of me with more grace and without shame. I don’t feel like
I have to hide anything anymore. And it’s such a relief.”

©20thCentFox/Everett Collection

for me, please change me. I know you can change things. You
could change water into wine! You can change me.”
Archuleta, his eyes cast in fervent concentration on the
floor, says this all in one unbroken thought: “And I finally
heard Him, the way He’s always answered me. The way I
knew I needed to go on my mission, the way I needed to go
through with ‘American Idol’ even though I didn’t want to.
He just said, ‘David, you need to stop asking me this. You’re
asking me the wrong thing. You need to stop asking me to
change you in a way I don’t intend to change you. I intended
to create you this way, and now you need to understand
why. And you need to take the time to understand it.’”
He stops to catch his breath. “I was just kind of like, What?
I was not expecting God to tell me something that I didn’t
think was godly, you know?”
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New Jersey’s tax credit for ﬁlmmakers is one of
the most robust production incentive programs
in the country. It affords a 35% tax credit for
cast and crew throughout the state, and a 30%35% credit for purchases, rentals and services.
Another 2% bonus is also available when
productions utilize a diverse cast and crew.
Furthermore, signiﬁcant areas of the state fall
within the union studio zones, creating additional
savings. When you choose to ﬁlm in New Jersey
you can really stretch your budget.

Grip and lighting equipment is readily available
from such companies as Insight Equipment,
Cinelease, Eastern Effects and the Light House.
Phiphen Studios will open in Englewood Cliffs in
2022, offering state-of-the-art post production
facilities. And many additional production-related
companies will be operating in the Garden State
very soon.

WIDE ARRAY OF LOCATIONS

New Jersey offers a very deep talent pool. Many
highly experienced crew members live right
here in the state. Acting talent is abundant, and
experienced casting agencies such as Heery
Loftus Casting and Weist/Barron/Ryan have
offices locally. Filmmakers can rely on a sizable
production community to support their ﬁlm and
television projects.

National Geographic called New Jersey
“America in Miniature,” and with good reason. This
small state has a very varied terrain, and affords
ﬁlmmakers almost any kind of environment they
may require — urban, suburban, rural, mountains,
beachfront, forests. The variety of locations is
breathtaking, and you need only travel minutes
instead of hours to get a different look. Just ask
the producers of the Apple TV+ television series
“Little America.” Each episode of Season One
was set in a different part of the United States
but every episode was ﬁlmed in New Jersey.

INFRASTRUCTURE

CONVENIENCE

The production infrastructure in New Jersey
is growing exponentially every year. Three
studios were built in New Jersey in 2021 alone:
Cinelease Studios, Caven Point in Jersey
City, Palisade Stages in Kearny and the justcompleted 10 Basin Studios, also in Kearny. More
soundstages will be built in the coming year.

New Jersey is strategically located between New
York City and Philadelphia, just minutes away
from each downtown area. The state has an
extensive highway system, widespread rail and
bus service and ready access to Newark Liberty
International, Atlantic City Airport and several
other airports in the region.

AVAILABLE CAST AND CREW

New Jersey has
quickly become
the destination
of choice for
motion picture
and television
producers.
Versatile,
economical
and accessible,
this small state
offers a world
of possibilities.
There is much
to discover in
every region.
THINGS YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT FILMING IN NEW JERSEY
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‘Story’ Finds Its Rhythm in North Jersey

GutterSide
West
Credit
Story: Niko Tavernise/Fox; Paterson: NJ Motion Picture and TV Commission

Steven Spielberg’s musical re-created gritty 1950s New York in New Jersey
Kristie Macosko Krieger, one
of the producers for Steven Spielberg’s “West Side Story,” says there
was no way they could have pulled
off shooting the 20th Century Studios remake without the aesthetic
backdrop and financial incentives
that the state of New Jersey provided. “We looked all around, and
Paterson, N.J. gave a grit and an
authenticity to the film that I don’t
think we could have gotten anywhere else,” Krieger tells Variety.
“They treated us like family, and
that felt important since we were
making a movie that was special to
them and us.”
When it was announced that the
two-time Academy Award-winning director of “Schindler’s List”
(1993) and “Saving Private Ryan”
(1998) would be remaking the
classic 1961 best picture winner,
the team knew the re-creation of
the 1950s Upper West Side neighborhoods, in which the story takes
place, couldn’t be done in the Big
Apple. So instead, the team behind
the musical turned a parking lot in
the largest city in Passaic County
into the Upper West Side.
Since productions and studios
are cutting ties with Georgia following the passing of its laws that
prohibit voting rights to Black and
brown residents, it can’t be overstated how satisfying it is to see
New Jersey becoming one of the
premier destinations for film and

By Clayton Davis

“West Side Story”
found the right mix
of locations and
incentives in New
Jersey.

Paterson , N.J.,
offered a perfect
backdrop for
urban 1950s New
York City.

television productions that only
add value to the community, and
also to the Hollywood bottom line.
In 1993, my single mother would
move her family to Jersey City to
get away from gang violence in
the South Bronx. Continuing to
commute to her job as a postal
worker, she gave her children a
fighting chance at a better education and an opportunity. We
landed in Dixon Mills, an apartment complex that was converted
from a pencil factory. It was once
the residence for stars such as
Omar Epps (“Higher Learning”)
and Oscar-nominee Queen Latifah (“Chicago”).
The surrounding areas were
also full of diversity, where Black
and Latinos owned brownstones
and condominiums. As my
stomping ground, I was exposed
to more areas of the state when
I attended Marist High School in
Bayonne, the same alma mater

as “Game of Thrones” author
George R.R. Martin. The school’s
population was a mixture of
nearby cities such as Newark, East
Orange and Union City. However,
the state is ridding itself of the
reality show images.
In 2009, “Jersey Shore,” the
MTV hit reality series, put the
state on the map, but not in the
way any government official or
resident would have hoped. It
came at the tail-end of the tenure of Democratic Gov. Jon Corzine, who would go on to lose
his second term bid to Republican Chris Christie. The aura of
“Snookie” and “The Situation”
would become synonymous with
groans at the mere mention of
the northeastern region over the
next decade. But in the past few
years, that’s fading away.
Shooting in New Jersey is morally inviting to the local communities but also provides an

enticing incentive through the
robust Film and Digital Media
Tax Credit Program, administered
by the New Jersey Economic
Development Authority.
It wasn’t all about locations and
tax breaks. Following Spielberg’s
posting of an open casting call via
Twitter in January 2018, he found
his leading lady Maria in newcomer Rachel Zegler of Clifton,
N.J., who was chosen out of more
than 30,000 applicants. Spielberg
also spent a few years during his
childhood in Haddon Township.
“New Jersey offered us the best
of everything,” Krieger shares. “I
will shoot again in New Jersey. I
can guarantee it.”
In addition to “West Side Story,”
other movies this year, such as
Halle Berry’s directorial debut
“Bruised” and Alan Taylor ’s
Sopranos prequel film, “The Many
Saints of Newark,” filmed in the
Garden state.
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Garden State Touts Big Harvest
New Jersey’s competitive incentives and myriad amenities put it in the forefront of producers’ minds
Manhattan in the 1990s but northern New Jersey got the role as the
production shot in 10 cities and
towns, among them Irvington,
Montclair and Secaucus.
“We worked hard on them,” says
Steven Gorelick, executive director
of the New Jersey Motion Picture
and TV Commission. “They felt
they could spread out a little bit
more here, and meet the COVID-19
protocols more easily while they’re
here on location. And because it
was warehouse-based, they also
had office space. And they still have
that space under lease because
they’re contemplating doing a
third season.”

“The Greatest Beer Run Ever”
and “Wu-Tang Clan” are among
scores of productions pushing
2021 film and TV production
spending beyond half a billion
dollars in the Garden State, a
record year following 2018’s $121.4
million (the first year Gov. Phil
Murphy reinstated tax credits)
and then 2019’s $421 million before
COVID-19 largely shut down location and studio shoots.
The state has seen a boom in
productions since reinstating
its tax credit — now between
30% and 35% — in 2018 during
Murphy’s first term in office. He
recently won another term.

Zach Snyder’s
“Army of the
Dead” used
Atlantic City, N.J.,
casinos to double
as Las Vegas
for the zombie
actioner.

“Production is at all-time record
high and my gut tells me all boats
are rising — ours, just proportionally, I think, is due to incentives,”
Murphy says. “We are extremely
competitive as it relates to incentives. And I would say as part of
that, I’m particularly proud of
things like the diversity bonus so
it’s not just competitive in a dollar
and cents sense, but it’s consistent
with our values.”
“Greatest Beer Run” producer
Muscato, a Basking Ridge native
who lives in Jersey City, considered producing in Georgia. After
the state’s voting laws changed,
he read an article in which Mur-
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NJ
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Credit
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For his first film since winning
the Oscar for 2018’s “Green Book,”
Peter Farrelly again ventured into
new regions of the country. The
40-day shoot of “The Greatest
Beer Run Ever,” set between fall
1967 and spring 1968, was split
between Thailand and northern
New Jersey.
Thailand filled in for Vietnam;
bars, churches and other locations in Newark, Paterson, Jersey
City and North Bergen were convincing doubles for New York City
of the era.
The entire film was to be shot in
New Zealand until COVID-19 scuttled those plans. Farrelly heeded
the advice of his friend, Sony Pictures Classics co-president Tom
Bernard, who told him “if you’re
going to shoot in New York, go to
New Jersey. It’s cheaper and you
got all the same stuff.”
On top of that, he was able to
work in the home state of his producer Andrew Muscato, a documentarian making his narrative
feature debut.
Farrelly, who took advantage
of Louisiana’s tax credit when
shooting “Green Book” — they
even used Hammond, La., to replicate the Bronx — had never been
to Jersey City. “Manhattan’s only
four minutes away, it’s a beautiful
view, there’s a million nice restaurants and they’ve got great crews
here,” he says. It’s a selling point
that the state is pushing hard as it
attracts more than a half-billion
dollars in film and television-related activity this year.
Farrelly wasn’t alone in making
the New Jersey of today resemble the New York of another
era. Nearly all of the Hulu series
“Wu-Tang Clan: An American
Saga” was set in Staten Island and

By Phil Gallo
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phy made a plea to productions
to move to New Jersey.
“I threw it out to the group,
asking ‘Can we actually shoot in
Jersey?’ From a financial side,
even though we only shot for
eight days, the way the incentive
is structured we were able to still
get the rebate. It was kind of an
easy pitch to the rest of the team.”
This year has seen Netflix’s
“Army of the Dead” shoot in Atlantic City; the long-gestating story
of Casablanca Records, “Spinning
Gold,” film in Newark and Jersey
City; and “Shelter” from Amazon
Studios and MGM Intl. use Essex
County locations.
Following the pandemic,
“Death Saved My Life” was the
first major feature film to shoot
in the state, choosing the South
Jersey towns of Haddonfield
and Collingswood. Halle Berry’s
“Bruised,” and the Tony Soprano
origin story “The Many Saints of
Newark” are other Jersey productions released this year.
Television productions were
the first to take advantage of the
tax credit in 2018, followed by
independent features. Warner
Bros.’ “Joker” was the first major
studio picture to utilize the tax
credit. Increasingly, the state has
seen a mix of TV and film projects,
and fewer of the projects that kept
crews busy in the state — ads and
reality TV shows.
“There might be this anomaly
where we have fewer projects,
but they’re obviously much, much

Alan Taylor
(center) directs
Allesandro Nivola
(right) and Joey
Diaz on a New
Jersey location
in “The Many
Saints of Newark.”

bigger projects since we got our
tax credit,” says Gorelick, who
plans to start reporting filming
days rather than numbers of productions in the near future. “You
have movies here that are not filming here just for a day or two, but
weeks and months at a time. That’s
a huge difference.”
In 2006, the state started a small
program — $10 million a year —
that attracted several productions
including “The Wrestler” and “The
Messenger.” The fund ran out of
money in 2012 and, with the lack of
incentives, the economic impact of
film TV plummeted — to $82.8 million in 2013 and $62.6 million in 2015.
Today, for productions with a
budget of more than $1 million, the
New Jersey Film and Digital Media

Tax Credit Program provides a
transferable credit of 30% of qualified film production expenses
against the corporation business
tax and the gross income tax. For
any project under $1 million, the
credit can be used if at least 60%
of the production expenses are in
New Jersey.
In addition, there is a diversity
incentive of 2% for hiring minorities and women; 5% more is tacked
on when production is within the
state’s eight southernmost counties. The current system is in place
through 2028.
“We’ve got an incredible diversity of a look and feel — urban,
suburban, rural, shore, mountains,
everything in between,” the governor says. “As it relates to studios, I

think lengthening the incentives
window helps.”
In August, Murphy cut the ribbon on the largest film studio in
the state, Cinelease Studios Caven
Point, in Jersey City. Boasting
70,000 square-feet of stage space,
it’s also the first purpose-built
facility of its kind in New Jersey.
More permanent facilities could
be on the way: Gorelick is in talks
with studio developers eyeing
locations in South Jersey’s Cumberland County, the Atlantic City
area and Malaga near Rowan University in Glassboro.
“What you want to do is build
the foundation for a permanent
industry,” Gorelick says. “You
want to build bricks and mortar businesses that can support,
long-term, the industry by creating permanent jobs. That means
attracting studios, equipment
houses, post-production facilities,
all of which we’re getting now.
“These programs don’t sunset
until 2034, and it’s unusual for a
state to make that kind of commitment. We want to see bricks
and mortar development.”
In November, Netflix bid more
than $50 million to acquire the
abandoned Fort Monmouth
military base and turn it into a
production facility. Coming just
as Murphy was in the throes of a
heated re-election campaign, he
says that interest from Netflix
“triggered a whole wave of discussions and deliberations among
senior staff members and pres-
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Murphy’s Updated Law
New Jersey governor is a producer’s biggest ally
A few days after winning a second term in Trenton, New Jersey
Gov. Phil Murphy spoke with Variety about the impact of the state’s
film and television tax incentive
program that he initiated three
years ago.
What has made New Jersey’s
incentive program competitive and work well over the
past few years?
If you look at the economic impact,
if you look at the amount of film
and television getting done here
— studios either built or potentially built — there’s no doubt it’s
making a huge impact. One, we are
extremely competitive as it relates
to incentives. And I would say as
part of that, I’m proud of things
like the diversity bonus — so it’s
not just competitive in a dollar and
cents sense, but it’s consistent with
our values.
Secondly, we’ve always had
great talent and great locations. I
think we punch above our weight
in talent, and our location is second to none.

Director Steven
Spielberg, New
Jersey first lady
Tammy Snyder
Murphy and N.J.
Gov. Phil Murphy
hang out on
the “West Side
Story” set.

By Phil Gallo

The last reason is the value stuff.
People are not going to get told
which bathroom to use in New
Jersey, your voting rights are going
to be secure, we’re going to have
the strongest gun safety laws in
America, and if you’re a woman,
you don’t have to worry about
your reproductive freedoms being
under assault. So that’s a long way
of saying it’s both value and values.
You were recently involved in
the opening of a physical studio
in Jersey City. From your perspective, what does it take to
get more of that kind of activity going where people build
permanent facilities?

I get asked a lot, which do you
like more, the studio or the fact
that Steven Spielberg made
“West Side Story” in New Jersey. And my answer is I’m a pig.
I want both. As it relates to studios, I think lengthening the
incentives window helps. Folks
realize that this thing was not
just here for a couple of years.
We’re an incredibly strong
union state and this is an industry which is very heavy union.
Keeping unions strong and
vibrant, replenished with the
next generation, is another
major objective.
I feel good if someone is making their next movie or episode,

People are not going to be told which bathroom
to use in New Jersey … and if you’re a woman, you
don’t have to worry about your repoductive rights
being under assault.” — Gov. Phil Murphy
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idents of institutions of higher
education about the broader reality” of how to create educational
programs to benefit the film and
TV industry.
Currently, the state has been
working with NBCUniversal on
production assistant bootcamps
at which graduates are able to
leap straight into a production;
Sony Pictures is co-sponsoring
one early next year.
Gorelick, a Rutgers grad who
has been with the film commission since 1980, and Murphy, who
was president of Hasty Pudding
Theatricals while at Harvard in
the late 1970s, emphasize the ability of New Jersey to not only represent itself — “The Many Saints
of Newark” is a prime example
— but the ability of locations to
be a stand-in for other locales in
different eras.
“New Jersey historically has
largely been a place where you film
something that is in fact intended
to be New Jersey or maybe New
York City, like Paterson standing
in for New York City in ‘West Side
Story,’” Murphy says. “That’s going
to change over time. Having more
soundstages will make New Jersey
a universal location.”
Gorelick takes particular pride
in noting how stories by New Jersey authors such as Philip Roth
and Harlan Coben are being shot
in the areas in which they are
set for the very first time: HBO
shot the 1940s-set limited series
“The Plot Against America” in
and around Roth’s hometown
of Newark; Livingston native
Coben’s “Shelter” was shot in
Essex County.
Gorelick says he’s seeing a dramatic change in attitude toward
the Garden state. “I think the film
industry views New Jersey as a
huge backlot.”
Muscato adds: “The communities and the way they were settled
in New York and New Jersey had
a lot of similarities. There’s an
authenticity that you wouldn’t get
if you filmed elsewhere. And when
we’re filming at a park in Jersey
City, it’s a little quieter than Manhattan, less stressful, with very
supportive local governments
and local communities.”
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but with a specific incentive to
get folks to build studios, I think
that has been a game-changer.
Do you do different things to
try to get people interested in
areas other than just the New
York City area?
This goes beyond film and television. By my way of thinking, in our
first term we’ve given birth to four
industries. Film/television/digital,
which really is a rebirth because
[it was] here in Fort Lee a hundred
years ago. Sports betting, and not
just that we’re the No. 1 king of the
hill in terms of the handle, but the
actual [financial technology] guts
of that business. Adult-use cannabis, and then the fourth one, offshore wind. Not just installing the
offshore wind [farms], but in fact,
making big pieces of the supply
chain in New Jersey.

So we’ve opened two massive
wind ports in south Jersey, far
from New York. And in this case,
frankly, as far south as you can get
in the state. That extends to film,
TV and digital as well. there’s a
lot of activity outside the 30-mile
radius out of Columbus Circle.

Awards in Newark a couple of
years ago. That was a home run.
[France’s] Pompidou Center is
going to plant their North American flag in Jersey City. Atlantic
City has clearly got hotel capacity
and great heritage. So those are
three examples.

Do you see extending this tax
credit into other areas that
involve artistic operations?
I look at South by Southwest in
Austin and ask myself, ‘Why can’t
we do that with all the talent in
New Jersey? Why can’t we be
thinking about something like
that here?’ And that’s something
we’ve kicked around and we continue to kick the tires on.

Obviously there’s a talent pool
already in New Jersey, but what
do you do to educate a new generation that there are great
careers to pursue?
We have the No. 1 public education
system in America, and we want to
keep it that way. We speak much
more about the STEM side of our
excellence than we do about the
arts side, but we are the first state
in American history to achieve universal arts instruction, meaning
everybody in school K through 12.
This was as of two years ago.

Where would you consider setting an event like that?
We had the MTV Video Music

How does the incentive program work so that a film shot
in Paterson helps out the
people of New Brunswick
or Camden?
There is a soft effect and a hard
effect. A soft effect is pride. I
don’t live in Paterson, but I’m
incredibly proud to say that
movies have been made in Paterson, N.J. Secondly, it brings
economic activity and the
immediate economic activity is
felt in restaurants, coffee shops,
diners, dry cleaners, hotels. And
the taxes are all state revenue
that we can disburse as we see
fit around the state. [A shoot like
“West Side Story”] is specific to
Paterson’s local community and
local businesses but in terms
of tax revenues and, and other
fees or related stuff that the state
gets, that’s a statewide benefit.
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More Than Just Tax Breaks
Productions find diverse locations, film-friendly communities that ease
way for shooting and even shaping stories
When Mayim Bialik wrote “As
Sick as They Made Us,” the story
was set in Los Angeles. But when
she put her directing hat on and
started developing the project
with producer Anne Clements,
it became clear that making the
independent film in California
wouldn’t make sense financially.
Ultimately the director and
producer chose to shoot the film
— about family drama and dysfunction — in New Jersey because
of its film and television production tax credit.
“It was perfect because abovethe-line and below-the-line counts
[as part of the credit] and we were
so close to New York,” Clements
says. “So our crew was made up of
New Jersey locals as well as some
folks from New York.”
For four weeks in June, “As Sick
as They Made Us” cast members
— including Dustin Hoffman,
Candice Bergen, Simon Helberg,
Justin Chu Cary, Charlie Weber
and Dianna Agron — descended
upon the Garden State for a location-only shoot.
Halle Berry shot her directorial
debut, “Bruised,” entirely on location in New Jersey. Producer Basil
Iwanyk of Thunder Road Films
says initially filming in Jersey
wasn’t a consideration.
“Our feeling was let’s do this in
the Bronx or one of the outer boroughs in a rougher area,” Iwanyk
says. “But it was too expensive to
shoot in New York.”
Iwanyk outlines the three things
that led the production across the
Hudson River: the New Jersey tax
credit, tough neighborhoods that
were ethnically diverse and access
to a New York-based crew.
The initial plan was to shoot New
Jersey for New York over a fourmonth period. But Iwanyk says

Caven Point (top)
recently opened
with state of
the art facilities
in Jersey City;
Mayim Bialik shot
“As Sick as They
Make Us” in the
Garden state.

By Addie Morfoot

that Berry changed her mind after
scouting areas of the state including Newark and Elizabeth.
Berry then wanted to “shoot
New Jersey for New Jersey” with
the sense that “Jersey is on the
other side of the river from New
York and there is this aspirational
aspect of her character trying to
get to the big time. So, in the end,
Halle made [‘Bruised’] a very
uniquely New Jersey story.”
While New York City — not New
Jersey — was the central location
used for Steven Spielberg’s adaptation of “West Side Story,” three
large parking lots surrounding
Center City Mall in Paterson, N.J.,
proved integral to the production.
Supervising location manager

Robert Striem says, “Paterson
afforded us what we couldn’t get
in New York City. Those parking
lots provided a blank canvas.”
It was a canvas to create crumbling 1950s tenement structures
with the interiors — bathrooms
and bedrooms — exposed. The
parking lot was also turned into
a 1950 New York City street that
served as a space for actors to perform song and dance sequences.
“We had two enormous 1950s
movie sets of extraordinary scope
in the center of the city of Paterson,” Striem says. “There is the one
semi-demolished neighborhood
of the Jets world and then there
is the Sharks neighborhood set —
no trees, great architecture, lots of
empty storefronts.
“We got some big stuff in New
York, but none of it gave us the
kind of breadth and vast scope
that we got in Paterson,” Striem
says. “Plus we got cooperation on
things that you can’t do in New
York, like flying drones. It all came
due to an extraordinary amount of
cooperation and enthusiasm from
Paterson Mayor Andre Sayegh

and under his mandate, the police
department, the business associations, the department of public
works, the parking authority and
the fire department.”
While diverse locations — it
boasts urban centers, classic suburbs, sandy beaches, forests, lakes,
rivers, mountains and historic
areas — and film-friendly local
communities are a selling point
for the state, it also boasts state of
the art studio space. Located near
downtown Jersey City, Cinelease
Studios Caven Point opened this
year and is already booked solid
through the third quarter of 2022.
Gannon Murphy, general manager of Cinelease Studios, says: “We
partnered up with Criterion, the
developing group out of New York,
to open this property.”
Studios such as Caven Point
attract production-associated
businesses and create jobs,
which dovetails with N.J. Gov. Phil
Murphy’s goal to create positive
economic impact in a growing
industry, he says.
“We’ve now got full-time staff
that are residents of the state of
New Jersey that are going to shop
in New Jersey, live in New Jersey,
etc.,” he says. Cinelease is mooting
expansion in the state.
Michael Tarr of XConnectDC in
Deerfield, down in the Philadelphia metro area of the Garden
State, touts his studio’s digital
capabilities to attract content creators looking not only for soundstages and production offices, but
also assets such as digital distribution, virtual studio amenities, lots
of server capabilities and an LED
wall slated to open in March.
“There’s been this kind of
acceleration of digital, this kind
of recognition that having three
tractor trailers parked on location is old-fashioned, and also
not very practical, because of the
pandemic,” says Tarr, noting that
XConnectDC will also run on clean
energy solar power soon.
All this is good news for the state,
long-term, notes Murphy. “This is
literally reversing the brain drain
where people are moving out
because they don’t see economic
opportunity.”
Carole Horst contributed to this report.
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Birthplace of the
U.S. Movie Business
Edison, some clever entrepreneurs created the film industry in the Garden State
The American movie business
started in New Jersey.
Between 1893 and 1896 in West
Orange, N.J., Thomas Edison was
developing the early motion picture tech, inventing new ways to
capture images in motion, and
the result is that “you have the
only fully operational motion picture studio facility in the world,”
says Richard Koszarski, professor
emeritus of English and cinema
studies at Rutgers University.
His latest book on film history
is “Keep ’Em in the East: Kazan,
Kubrick, and the Postwar New
York Film Renaissance.”
While companies were setting
up production operations and
offices in New York City, including
Edison, “it’s very difficult to film
in New York City. In those days,
they didn’t have very good artificial lights,” says Koszarski. Making
films required enormous skylights
and other sources of natural light.
But over in Fort Lee, N.J., there
was already a support system for
tourists that switched easily to
help productions, lots of diverse

locations and plenty of space to
spread out and build large stages,
storage and production facilities.
Indeed, although the interiors
of 1903’s “The Great Train Robbery” were filmed in Edison’s
soundstages in Manhattan, all
the exteriors were shot in Essex
County, N.J.
In 1910, Champion Studio
became the first permanent studio in New Jersey, while bigger,
better financed companies followed, according to Koszarski.
By 1915, business was booming in
north Jersey, and all the majors
had studios there. Big names were
filming in New Jersey — Lillian
and Dorothy Gish, Mack Sennett,
Mary Pickford, D.W. Griffith, Lionel Barrymore, the Marx Brothers,
Theda Bara — bringing in jobs,
money and glamour.
But World War I, the 1918 global
flu pandemic, plus advances in film
production technologies and the
lure of California’s good weather
and space to build combined to
end the New Jersey boom times.
“When the war is over, many of

the companies say, well, you know,
we’re pretty happy out here [in California] with just one studio on the
West Coast. And we like New York,
but we don’t need to be in New Jersey,” Koszarski says.
But that left room for indies and
others playing vital roles on the
fringes of the mainstream film
business, including pioneering
Black filmmaker Oscar Micheaux.
“In the early ’20s, the regular
studios pretty much shut down,
but these buildings, they’re only
five years old,” Koszarski says.
“So they’re available for independent filmmakers.”

By Carole Horst
On the backlot of
Fort Lee’s World
Film Producing
Studios during
the early teens;
Thomas Edison
inspects film.

Frank Lloyd
directed the 1917
“Les Miserables”
at the Fox Studios
in Fort Lee.

Michaeux shot 1920’s “Symbol of
the Unconquered,” which depicts
the Ku Klux Klan as a terrorist organization, a rejoinder to Griffiths’
1915 racist “Birth of a Nation” in Fort
Lee. He also shot his last film, 1948’s
“The Betrayal,” there.
At the end of the 1920s, some
entrepreneurs wired the New
Jersey stages for sound, offering
more affordable venues for lower-budget productions.
Koszarski notes that people
were coming out to Fort Lee to
make “Yiddish-language films.
They’re making Italian-language
films because in Italy, they don’t
have sound movie equipment yet
but they already have it in New Jersey.” Mormons made epic “Corianton” there in 1931.
“And it looks like they’ve got a
business model there until the
Depression. The Depression was
hard on Hollywood, but basically
takes these marginal people out
of business.” But as the decade
progressed and the economy got
better, ethnic film producers and
low-budget productions once
again found the Garden State.
“Edgar G. Ulmer, the guy who will
make ‘Detour,’ in the late ’30s, he’s
making Yiddish films [in New Jersey],” says Koszarski.
World War II basically put an
end to northern New Jersey’s
run as a production spot. New
York bounced back, according to
Koszarski, but the studios in New
Jersey hadn’t been maintained
and upgraded, TV was taking
over New York and California had
become the entertainment capital
of the world.
Once in a while, a film would
shoot in New Jersey, such as 1954’s
“On the Waterfront,” “a film that’s
made without the use of studios,”
says Koszarski. “The only thing
that was shot in the studio was the
inside-of-the-taxi cab scene. They
shot at as much of it outdoors as
possible. And that could be done
in Hoboken, New Jersey.”
But the production boom and
New Jersey’s competitive incentives are creating another renaissance. From Edison’s first shorts to
“West Side Story,” New Jersey’s rich
production history is now back on
center stage.
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Oscar
Int’l Film
Update
Now that the deadline for the shortlist is fast approaching, Variety takes a look by region of the various
films in the running for foreign-language category.
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Europe Turns in Buzzy
Collection of Titles
From France’s ‘Titane’ to Italy’s ‘Hand of God’ films run the spectrum of tastes
After four consecutive years
of losing out to other continents,
European cinema reclaimed the
international feature Oscar earlier this year with Thomas Vinterberg’s Danish entry “Another
Round.” It was a return to form
for the region that has traditionally dominated the race, and
annually boasts the lion’s share
of contenders at the submissions
stage. More than 40% of the 93
submissions in this year’s race
are European, and with many
of the season’s buzziest titles
among them, the continent has a
strong collective chance of holding onto the gold.

Not that buzz always translates
to gold in this category, in which
no year passes without at least
one hotly hyped contender failing to make even the pre-nomination shortlist.
The biggest wild card in this
year ’s race comes from the
country that holds the record
for the most nominations in
the category’s history: having
pushed 39 films into the final
five before, France tends to submit savvily, but has taken a risk
with Julia Ducournau’s violent,
divisive body-horror provocation
“Titane,” which may have won
the Palme d’Or at Cannes — the

Norway’s “Worst
Person in the
World,” directed
by Joachim
Trier, has been
getting plenty of
buzz since its
Cannes premiere.

By Guy Lodge

same prize that launched “Parasite” to Oscar glory two years ago
— but sits far outside the Academy’s usual comfort zone in form
and content.
The sheer conversation-starting daring of Ducournau’s film
could secure it a shortlist space
on swagger and volume alone,
but plenty of voters will be
repelled by the Neon release’s
genderqueer themes and visceral
presentation. (Remember that
even the less graphic provocations of France’s 2016 submission
“Elle” proved too spicy for the
shortlist, despite a lead actress
nod for star Isabelle Huppert.)

How it fares will be an interesting test of how much the Academy’s younger, more international
new members have infiltrated
this formerly conservativeskewing branch.
A safer bet for a shortlist spot
is Neon’s other big Cannes acquisition: Norway’s lyrical, bittersweet romantic dramedy “The
Worst Person in the World.” Audience-friendly and beloved by critics, Joachim Trier’s film won the
actress prize at Cannes for breakout star Renate Reinsve, and could,
with a savvy campaign, surface in
other Oscar categories including
original screenplay. What remains
to be seen is whether the film’s
painfully accurate meditation
on the millennial condition resonates with older voters.
The old guard may well gravitate more toward the male-oriented, misty-eyed nostalgia of
Italy’s entry, Paolo Sorrentino’s
autobiographical ’80s coming-of-age study “The Hand of
God,” which took the runner-up
Grand Prix at Venice and is Netflix’s prime hopeful in the race.
Sorrentino’s brand of grandiose,
Fellini-aping maximalism is a
taste many in the Academy have
acquired. His Roman panorama
“The Great Beauty” won the 2013
Oscar, which happens to be the
last time Italy (which holds the
record for most wins in the category, pipping France) emerged
victorious. “The Hand of God”
trades in exactly the same type
of red-blooded spectacle.
Ahead of Italy or France,
meanwhile, reigning champion
Denmark has the most enviable
recent record of any country in
the category: only three times
in the past 11 years has its submission failed to reach at least
the shortlist stage. Most pundits
expect this year’s entry “Flee”
to continue the Danes’ run of
good fortune: one of the year’s
most celebrated documentaries in any language, this strikingly animated portrait of a gay
Afghan refugee has been a festival
favorite since winning top honors at Sundance, and is aiming
to become the first film to score
nominations in the animated,

Oslo Pictures
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documentary and international
feature categories.
In the past two years, “Collective” and “Honeyland” both
scored dual nods in the latter
two categories; previous international nominees “Waltz With
Bashir” and “The Missing Picture”
proved that even animated or formally experimental docs have a
shot. Non-fiction is not the novelty it once was in the category.
“Flee” could even be the first documentary to win. Two other doc
submissions, the United Kingdom’s Turkish femicide investigation “Dying to Divorce,” and
Portugal’s lyrical, hybrid-form
father-study study “The Metamorphosis of Birds,” are less
likely to progress: the former may
be too televisually conventional,
the latter too radical.
“Flee” is not the only LGBTQ+
themed film with a serious shot

WINNER

NIKA AWARDS
Best Film
of the CIS and Baltics

WINNER

KOLKATA INTERNATIONAL
FILM FESTIVAL

Best Director

12.08.2021

at the shortlist: Austria’s entry,
Sebastian Meise’s emotionally
wrenching prison drama “Great
Freedom,” might find support in
the branch for the classical grace
it brings to its story of the longterm post-WWII relationship
between a gay man repeatedly
incarcerated for his sexuality and
his initially homophobic cellmate.
Along with “Flee,” two other
Sundance hits to consider are
Kosovo’s entry “Hive,” which won
both the audience and grand jury
prizes for world cinema at the
indie fest, and Malta’s “Luzzu.”
Both are earnest, affecting slices
of locally flavored social realism:
the former, a tale of women’s
empowerment, entrepreneurship and bee-keeping, is both
accessible and wholesomely
topical. A bolder, more abrasive
study of a young woman railing
against the patriarchy, Russia’s

WINNER

KINOSHOK - OPEN CIS AND BALTIC
FILM FESTIVAL

Best Actor
Best Music

WINNER

INTERNATIONAL FESTIVAL OF CIS COUNTRIES

"MOSKOVSKAYA PREMIERA"

Best Actor
Special Jury Mention

WINNER

X MOSCOW INTERNATIONAL
FILM FESTIVAL «BUDEM ZHIT»

The prize of the
President of the
film festival
Best Camera work

Cannes Un Certain Regard winner “Unclenching the Fists” has
raw power, though it’s a more
challenging watch.
Still on a feminist theme, Slovakia’s arresting, little-heralded
“107 Mothers” deserves more
consideration for its stylistically distinctive, very moving
portrait of motherhood in the
Ukrainian prison system. Meanwhile, you’d be hard pressed to
find a more fearless heroine than
Nora, the 7-year-old protagonist
of Belgium’s unique entry “Playground,” a harrowing, immersive
story of schoolyard bullying with
a child’s perspective.
Sony Classics has an enviable
track record in this category, having recently earned wins for such
films as “A Fantastic Woman,”
“Son of Saul,” “Amour” and “A
Separation.” That bodes well for
Finland’s Cannes charmer “Com-

SHANGHAI
INTERNATIONAL
FILM FESTIVAL
Panorama

WINNER

Best Director of Photography
Best Production Design
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WRITTEN AND DIRECTED BY ARTYKPAI SUYUNDUKOV

partment No. 6,” an endearing
odd-couple road (or rail) movie
that the distributor snapped up
shortly before it won the Grand
Prix at the French fest.
Better yet for Finnish director
Juho Kuosmanen’s film, it’ll be
getting Sony’s undivided attention in the category after the
distributor’s most high-profile
hopeful, Pedro Almodóvar’s
Penelope Cruz-starring melodrama “Parallel Mothers,” was
passed over by Spanish selectors in favor of Fernando León de
Aranoa’s Javier Bardem-starring
corporate farce “The Good Boss.”
While the signs were there — as it
happens, León de Aranoa’s “Mondays in the Sun” was picked over
Almodóvar’s “Talk to Her” in 2002
— it’s hard not to feel the Spanish selectors picked the wrong
horse from the Bardem-Cruz
stable. Despite Bardem’s hefty
star power, it’d be a surprise to
see this diverting but very broad
comedy go far in the race.
Speaking of star power, perhaps
the unexpected novelty of a hilarious, fully German-speaking Dan
Stevens could propel Germany’s
submission “I’m Your Man” on
the shortlist. A wry, thoughtful
sci-fi rom-com from Emmy-winning “Unorthodox” director
Maria Schrader, with the former
“Downton Abbey” heartthrob as
a too-good-to-be-human robot
boyfriend to Maren Eggert’s
stressed-out career woman, it
stands a chance if the Academy is
open to its offbeat mash of genres.
The same goes for Iceland’s
entry, Valdimar Johansson’s
darkly funny folk-horror fantasy
“Lamb,” which has devoted followers and the prestigious backing of distributor A24, though
creepy, uncanny fare rarely
does well here. Finally, will the
Academy’s stomach for off-kilter comedy extend to Romania’s
submission, the Berlin Golden
Bear winner “Bad Luck Banging or Loony Porn” — though as
with “Titane,” a shortlist place for
Radu Jude’s riotously satirical,
close-to-the-bone satire would
be indicative of an international
feature branch truly ready to
broaden its horizons.
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Japan’s ‘Car’ Drives Asian Submissions
South Korea, Taiwan and China are close behind among continent’s faves
Ryûsuke Hamaguchi’s “Drive My
Car,” Japan’s entry to the Academy
Awards’ international category,
looks to be the odds-on favorite
from Asia to win the category.
The drama with a theater world
backdrop follows the trajectory
of South Korean four-statuette
winner “Parasite” in that it began
its winning ways at Cannes and is
festooned with awards en route
to the Oscars. “Parasite” won the
Palme D’Or, which “Drive My Car”
did not, with that honor going to
Julia Ducournau’s “Titane,” which
became France’s entry to the category. Nevertheless, “Drive My Car”
won three awards at Cannes and
like Neon’s “Titane,” has U.S. distribution, where it is currently on
theatrical release. The 2008 win
for Yōjirō Takita’s “Departures”
remains Japan’s only win since
the category was made competitive in 1956.
While Korean Ryoo Seungwan’s “Escape From Mogadishu,”
in which North and South Korean
embassy staff try to flee war-torn
Somalia, does not have quite the
momentum that “Parasite” did,

the country is very much the
flavor du jour as the resounding
success of “Squid Game” and
the growing popularity of “Hellbound” proves.
Taiwan’s entries to the category are typically strong and this
year is no different with Chung
Mong-hong’s “The Falls,” which
bowed at Venice and is also topical, being a drama set amidst
COVID-19 quarantine.
If it is inspirational fare that
Academy voters are after, they
need look no further than the
Hong Kong entry, Jimmy Wan’s
“Zero to Hero,” which traces the
journey of So Wa Wai, the territory’s first athlete to win gold at the
Paralympic Games.
China has its best opportunity
in years with spy thriller “Cliff
Walkers,” which has a globally
respected filmmaker in Zhang
Yimou. Oscar voters are well
familiar with the filmmaker as
the only two times China has
secured nominations are for his
“Ju Dou” and “Hero.” While “Cliff
Walkers” is nowhere near as jingoistic as some recent efforts

“Drive My Car,”
starring Hidetoshi
Nishijima and Toko
Miura, won three
awards at Cannes.

By Naman Ramachandran

from the Middle Kingdom, it is
still staunchly nationalistic.
From Southeast Asia, the frontrunner is undoubtedly Kamila
Andini’s girl empowerment
tale “Yuni,” which won a prize at
Toronto, while the Cambodian
entry “White Building,” Kavich
Neang’s nostalgic look at a demolished iconic Phnom Penh structure, won a top award at Venice.

The chances of Singapore’s
entry, Wayne Peng’s “Precious
Is the Night,” an elegant mystery
thriller, and Malaysian entry, Muzzamer Rahman’s “Hail Driver!” set
in the world of illegal cabs, depend
entirely on the awards campaigns
mounted by the film teams.
From Thailand, Banjong Pisanthanakun’s supernatural horror
mockumentary “The Medium,” is
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From Italian Master MARCO BELLOCCHIO,
Director of FISTS IN THE POCKET, VINCERE and THE TRAITOR
The suicide of his twin brother Camillo has loomed over director Marco Bellocchio’s
work like a taboo for decades. In MARX CAN WAIT, Bellocchio invites all members of
his family to present their memories of Camillo, constructing prose addressing loss
while presenting a hopeful tale of family.
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choice. The Tamil-language film,
which looks at the relationship
between a boy and his abusive,
alcoholic father, won the top prize
at Rotterdam and has displayed
robust legs on the festival circuit.
Bangladesh also has a
strong contender in Abdullah
Mohammad Saad’s “Rehana,”
featuring a towering central
performance from Azmeri
Haque Badhon as a teacher in a
deeply patriarchal society who
raises her voice against a sexual assault she has witnessed.
The film debuted at Cannes
and has been a mainstay on the
festival circuit.
After several years of submitting entries, Pakistan does not
have a contender this year and
nor does Nepal. Bhutan had submitted Pawo Choyning Dorji’s
“Lunana: A Yak in the Classroom”

last year, but it was disqualified
and has been resubmitted this
year. The film’s theme, that of
a teacher on a remote posting
who braves the elements and the

facilities, is awards friendly and it
won big at Palm Springs in 2020.
It could therefore find favor with
Academy voters too provided it
has enough visibility.

India’s “Pebbles” took the top prize at the Rotterdam festival.

Rowdy Pictures

a box office success, but it remains
to be seen if the genre is embraced
by Oscar voters.
In South Asia, there isn’t an entry
from Taliban-controlled Afghanistan where films are frowned
upon. However, Afghanistan is
the setting of the Australian entry,
Granaz Moussavi’s “When Pomegranates Howl,” which follows a
9-year-old boy who works on the
streets of Kabul. The strong global
interest in Afghanistan and its
exiled artists, coupled with the poignant subject matter could mean
that the film is in with a shout.
The South Asian regional powerhouse India has flattered to
deceive with just three nominations since the category began
and in some years the country’s
choice of entry has been baffling.
The Indian entry this year, P. S.
Vinothraj’s “Pebbles,” is a sound
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Mexico’s ‘Prayers for the Stolen’ Leads
Latin American Hopefuls
Latin America has submitted
15 contenders in the Academy
Awards’ international feature
category this time, not quite as
big a haul as last year’s tally of 18.
Leading the hopefuls is Mexico’s
“Prayers for the Stolen,” the fiction
debut of Tatiana Huezo, one of
Variety’s 10 Directors to Watch in
2022. Her tale follows three girls
as they come of age in a remote
village afflicted by the drug trade
and human trafficking. The
Cannes Un Certain Regard winner
is now streaming on Netflix, which
is putting all its promotional heft
behind it. The film’s producers are
Jim Stark (“Coffee and Cigarettes”)
and Nicolas Celis, the latter a key
producer of Mexico’s first-ever
international feature Oscar winner, “Roma,” by Alfonso Cuarón.
Huezo’s 2016 documentary, “Tempestad,” represented Mexico at the
90th Academy Awards. Since 1957,
when Mexico started participating in the Oscars, 10 of its entries
have been nominated, culminating in “Roma’s” win in 2019.
Chile, winner of the big prize
in 2018 with Sebastian Lelio’s “A

By Anna Marie de la Fuente

Fantastic Woman,” is banking on
“White on White” by Theo Court,
winner of more than 20 awards
including the Silver Lion for director at Venice’s Horizons sidebar as
well as the Fipresci Critics Award.
It’s only Court’s second film and
turns on a 19th-century photographer, played by Alfredo Castro,
whose obsession with a child
bride gets him into deep trouble.
Brazil, which has been submitting its films since 1960 and has
garnered five nominations but
no wins, sends trans drama by
Aly Muritiba’s “Private Desert”
winner of the BNL People’s Choice
Award at Venice’s Giornate Degli
Autori sidebar.
The crop of Latin American
hopefuls includes countries that
have rarely participated in the
past. “Freda” by actor-singerhelmer Gessica Geneus is only
the second film that Haiti has
ever submitted to the Oscars.
Geneus’s feature debut is all the
more remarkable given the political turmoil and natural disasters
buffeting the Creole-speaking territory. While set in 2018, it depicts

some of the street unrest and
chaos that led to the brazen assassination of its president last July.
Paraguayan docu “Nothing But
the Sun” marks the second time
for director Arami Ullon to represent her country. And it’s only
the fifth film from Paraguay, with
Ullon’s debut feature, “Cloudy
Times” being the country’s inaugural submission to the Oscars
in 2016. With dialogue in the languages of Spanish and Ayoreo,
it tracks Mateo Sobode as he
records other nomadic Ayoreo
natives like himself who were

forced to abandon their ancestral forest homes.
Women directors make up
nearly half of the entries this
period, an encouraging trend
of recent years. The bulk of the
entries are dramas, with the
exception of one comedy from
Uruguay, Diego Fernandez’s “The
Broken Glass Theory.”
Several of the films by women
deal with the inner turmoil of
their characters as they straddle
both fantasy and reality. Argentina’s “The Intruder,” an erotic
thriller by Natalia Meta, follows a

Tatiana Huezo’s
“Prayers for
the Stolen” won
at Cannes Un
Certain Regard.

Netflix

Rookie territories venture into Oscar category
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2016. Chaplin plays a ’70s actress
returning to the Caribbean to
shoot a film based on the script
by her late Dominican friend. The
production devolves into chaos,
blurring the lines between fantasy and reality.
Some stories directed by men
also feature compelling, albeit
conflicted, female leads, led by
buzzy existential Colombian
entry “Memoria” by Thai auteur
Apichatpong Weerasethakul, the
jury prizewinner at this year’s
Cannes Film Festival. Tilda Swinton plays a Scottish orchid farmer
dealing with exploding head syndrome in Colombia.
Panamanian Abner Benaim’s
drama “Plaza Catedral” turns on
a woman grappling with the past.
Venezuela’s “The Inner Glow,”
by brothers Andres Eduardo
Rodriguez and Luis Alejandro

Rodriguez, swept the country’s
prominent Venezuelan Film
Festival with 11 awards last year
and deals with a woman’s struggle with terminal illness and her
young son’s future care.
Amazon Prime streams Ecuador’s “Submersible” by Alfredo
Leon, a harrowing drama set

inside a narco submersible where
its crew struggle to save the broken-down vessel and its precious,
illicit cargo.
The plight of the working class
is expounded on in Peru’s “Powerful Chief” by Henry Vallejo and
Bolivia’s “The Great Movement”
by Kiro Russo.

Bolivia submitted
“The Great
Movement,”
helmed
by Kiro Russo.

“Handsomely crafted… appears to sincerely
grasp the soul of [Emil Zátopek].”
– Variety

“Packs an emotional punch.”
– The Wrap
Audience Award Winner

a film by David Ondříček
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chorus singer-movie dubber who
has a traumatic experience that
rewires her perception of reality. It is inspired by C.E. Feiling’s
cult novel “El Mal Menor,” and is
streaming on HBO Max.
Internal struggles are also
rife in Costa Rica’s “Clara Sola,”
the feature debut of Nathalie
Álvarez Mesén. The film follows
Clara, an introverted 40-yearold who experiences a sexual
and mystical awakening as she
attempts to free herself from the
repressive society that has
tamped her down.
The Dominican Republic’s
Laura Amelia Guzman and Israel
Cardenas represent their country
again with “Holy Beasts,” starring
their muse, Geraldine Chaplin,
who also headlined their previous film that repped the Dominican Republic, “Sand Dollars,” in
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‘Hero’ of the Region
Iran, Israel and Lebanon send competitive movies to Academy Awards
tripped up by his own lies and
bad decisions, the consequences
of which are amplified by viral
social media.
“Let It Be Morning” is only the
second Israeli entry after 2016’s
“Sandstorm” in which the main
characters are Arabs. The narrative, freely adapted from a
novel by Sayed Kashua, displays
a deep understanding of the
code-switching, compartmentalized existence of certain Palestinian citizens of Israel. And it
also makes note of their limited
rights. Director Kolirin may get a
boost from the fact that the musical theater version of his earlier
film, “The Band’s Visit,” is playing
a limited engagement at the Pantages Theatre in L.A.
Akl’s multi-layered drama “Costa
Brava, Lebanon” centers on a
family that fled the pollution and
social unrest of Beirut only to find
their utopian off-the-grid existence threatened by a toxic waste
dump on their doorstep. The film
boasts an audience award from
the London Film Festival and stars
Oscar-nominee Nadine Labaki.

Asghar Farhadi,
who directed
“A Hero,” has
won this category
twice before.

The production is also notable
for the green measures implemented on set to create sustainability (recycling, saving water and
electricity, reducing carbon emissions), aiming to create a protocol
that can be adopted by other film
crews in Lebanon and the rest of
the region.
Among possible dark horses
for the shortlist, consider another
four titles, including Iraq’s entry,
the intense, near-wordless drama
“Europa” from Italian-Iraqi

helmer Haider Rashid. Playing
like a thriller, it follows a young
migrant on the Balkan route as he
becomes lost in a Bulgarian forest
and must flee for his life while pursued by men with guns and dogs.
The recent distressing news about
the fate of migrants on the bordeByr of Belarus and Eastern Europe
lends the film additional currency.
Director Nabil Ayouch represents Morocco for the fifth
time with the high-energy entry
“Casablanca Beats.” The natu-

Luxembourg’s Ofﬁcial Entry to the Oscars

Best International Feature

Amirhossein Shojaei

With last year’s surprise nominee “The Man Who Sold His Skin”
hailing from Tunisia, Oscar handicappers should be sure to give
West Asia and North Africa titles
close scrutiny this time around.
Among the 11 submissions are
several titles likely to be highly
competitive in the international
feature category. These include
Iran’s social media critique “A
Hero” from previous two-time
winner Asghar Farhadi; Israel’s
“Let It Be Morning”, a wry satire
helmed by Eran Kolirin, about a
Palestinian village put under military lockdown by the Israeli army;
and Lebanon’s “Costa Brava, Lebanon,” a darkly comic commentary
on the realities of modern-day
Lebanon from feature debutant
Mounia Akl.
Although “A Hero” may not be
prime Farhadi, it already boasts
the Grand Prix from Cannes. The
narrative focuses on one of life’s
losers, a likeable working-class
man who, while on a short furlough from debtors prison, engineers events so he looks like
a winner. Soon, however, he’s

By Alissa Simon
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ralistic action takes place at an arts
center that Ayouch co-founded in
Casablanca’s sprawling shantytown
Sidi Moumen. It’s the same neighborhood where the helmer set his
2012 feature “Horses of God.” He
uses current and former students
of the center’s dance, hip-hop and
rap programs in a touching, fictional
film based on their lives.
Algeria’s submission, the sweeping patriotic melodrama “Heliopolis” from helmer Djaffar Gacem,
neatly uses the alliances of a fictional
Muslim family to explicate events
leading up to the brutal killings of
indigenous Algerian civilians and the
summary execution of native political leaders by French settler militias and soldiers in 1945. Although
old-fashioned in style compared
to the other submissions from the
region, the subject matter of collective traumas during colonial times
previously earned nominations for
several titles directed by Gacem’s
compatriot Rachid Bouchareb.
Jordan’s entry, “Amira,” comes
from Egyptian helmer Mohamed
Diab, who is next due to enter the
Marvel universe with the Disney Plus
series “Moon Knight.” Although the
plot dealing with a Palestinian prisoner in an Israeli jail and the child he
supposedly fathered with smuggled
sperm attracted some scornful trade
reviews, the film received a lot of love
from audiences during its Venice
Horizons premiere as well as several
non-statutory prizes.
Meanwhile, Egypt’s entry, “Souad,”
from director Ayten Amin is the first
of the country’s 36 submissions to be
directed by a woman. Set in a small

conservative city on the Nile Delta,
the film offers an emotionally layered story of contemporary teenage
life. Centering on two sisters, it illustrates the authentic and sometimes
tragic consequences resulting from
harsh, imbalanced societal dynamics clashing with the aspirations of
social media-obsessed youth.
The Palestinian submission, “The
Stranger,” introduces a new talent
to watch in director-writer Ameer
Fakher Eldin. Set in the Occupied
Golan Heights, it follows a former
doctor suffering from an existential
crisis, who tries to redeem himself
by helping a man wounded in the
Syrian war.
The social-issues drama “The Tambour of Retribution,” from helmer
Abdulaziz Alshelahi marks only the
fifth Saudi submission. It’s the first
fiction film set amongst the working-class Black Saudi community
of Riyadh. Currently screening on
Netflix, it focuses on the barriers to
a love match between the son of an
executioner and the daughter of a
wedding singer. However, viewers
may find the cultural differences
more fascinating than any felicities
of filmmaking.
Finally, Tunisia looks unlikely to
make it past the submission stage
with “Golden Butterfly” from Abdelhamid Bouchnak. While the director’s
2018 horror film “Dachra” continues
to review strongly at fright and fantasy fests, “Butterfly” is another sort
of beast. It mixes a violent, angry cop
story with a more fantastical, sentimental strand that ultimately leads
said cop to a reconciliation with his
brutal, alcoholic father.

Wild Bunch International

Morocco’s
“Casablanca Beats”
from Nabil Ayouch
played at Cannes.
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Africa Flexes
Cinematic Muscles
Cannes players among half-dozen Sub-Saharan candidates
Of the six Sub-Saharan African
submissions, the buzziest titles
include Somalia’s first-ever entry,
“The Gravedigger’s Wife” from
feature debutant Khadar Ayderus
Ahmed and Chad’s Cannes competitor, “Lingui: The Sacred
Bonds” from veteran helmer
Mahamet-Saleh Haroun.
Meanwhile, South Africa’s
dysfunctional family dramedy
“Barakat” from Amy Jephta earns
points for likeability although it

By Alissa Simon

represents a genre not usually
awarded by the Academy. Nevertheless, the tale of a family feud
developing when the clan matriarch decides to take a second
chance on love is a universally
relatable one.
“The Gravedigger’s Wife” arrives at the Academy screenings
trailing the top prize from Fespaco, Africa’s largest film festival.
Mogadishu-born director-writer
Ahmed came to Finland as a refu-

gee at the age of 16 and returned
to his African roots for his first
feature, which is both a touching love story and a tragedy of
social injustice about a poor
man trying to get treatment
for his ailing wife. It’s set in Djibouti, where Somali is the language spoken by the majority of
the population.
Like “The Gravedigger’s Wife,”
Chad’s “Lingui” also centers
on the need for an operation,

but the procedure sought is an
abortion and it isn’t just poverty
standing in the characters’ way;
it’s also religion, law and the
patriarchal society.
The remaining three entries
lack prestige fest credentials and
name recognition. Kenya’s action
thriller “Mission to Rescue” from
Gilbert Lukalia follows a team
of Special Operations Forces
soldiers assigned to rescue high
profile administrators kidnapped
by the Al-Shabaab militia. Malawi’s drama “Fatsani – A Tale of
Survival” from Gift Sukez Sukali
follows a young girl forced to sell
bananas on the street after her
school is shut down. And late
entry “Hidden Dreams” from
Cameroon’s Ngang Romanus is
set in a traditional village during
1980s, but may have too much
English dialogue to qualify.
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Auteurs Roar Back Into the Race
Veteran helmers including Jane Campion, Pedro Almodóvar, Kenneth Branagh, Wes Anderson and Paul Thomas Anderson

Cooper Hoffman
and Alana
Haim star in
Paul Thomas
Anderson’s
“Licorice Pizza.”

What do Pedro Almodóvar,
Paul Thomas Anderson, Wes
Anderson, Kenneth Branagh and
Jane Campion have in common?
They’ve helmed acclaimed films
for decades, earned Academy
Award nominations and done
some of their best work this
year … yet they’ve never won a
director Oscar.
In exclusive new interviews
with Campion, Branagh, Almodóvar and Wes Anderson — plus
some unpublished thoughts from

Paul Thomas Anderson — this
reporter discovered how they
built on their distinctive histories and tackled new challenges
in films that embody their mastery of the form.
Since her first feature, 1989’s
“Sweetie,” Campion has almost
solely explored the inner lives
of female protagonists. But her
adaptation of Thomas Savage’s
1967 novel “The Power of the
Dog” shifts her focus to a sadistic
rancher (Benedict Cumberbatch)

By Gregg Goldstein

and his impact on a near-exclusively male cast of characters.
“This project had a great balance of a whole lot of fear with
a whole lot of inspiration,” Campion says. “What was the fear?
Managing the depiction of a very
masculine world. There are a lot
of big and dangerous animals on
the ranch. [It’s] a harsh environment with such an extraordinary
wind factor on location that
standing up in some moments
was impossible. … Of course, the

terrifying challenge is to manifest
the whole world of 1925 Montana
so that an audience will trust and
lean into the experience. And the
inspiration? Always the actors,
and supporting their mysterious, subtle work of embodying
their characters.”
The latter is very much in Campion’s wheelhouse. “For Benedict,
the challenge was particularly
steep; how to create this seething,
tormented man,” she says. “Drawing [that] portrait alongside Ben

MGM

close in on an elusive first director Oscar with some of their best work in years
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was an exhilarating exploration,
one that we both knew the entire
film depended on.”
The tension-f illed dance
between him and the other
actors, set against the kind of
breathtaking landscapes Campion captured in her 1993 breakthrough “The Piano,” keeps
audiences on the edge of their
seats. “The content of the story
[and] its texture is beautiful to
me, because it feels personal,
particular and ranges between
tenderness and brutality … I like
the contrast [of] the formal qualities of story with the mess, beauty
and rawness of life. ‘The Power of
the Dog’ has that rare balance of
form and content that I believe
has a fusion that is original and
explosive. I was excited to see
what happened when it came
together, [and] I wanted to experience that impact.”
Like Campion, Branagh has
arguably done his best work to
date with “Belfast.” After helming
several Shakespeare adaptations
(including his 1989 debut, “Henry
V”) and big-budget movies, he
revisits his childhood during
Northern Ireland’s conflicts for
his most intimate project.
“The experience was overwhelming, and my family never
spoke about the day that riot
[re-enacted in the film] happened or the events that led to
our departure from Belfast, [so]
it took a very, very long time to
obtain any objectivity to be able
to consider them,” Branagh says.
“Life is so precious and unsettled
now [with COVID], and so reminiscent of the time back then. Not
really knowing what the world

would be like [made me feel], ‘If
not now, when?’ I was compelled
to do it.” His goal? “To inhabit the
perspective of a child handling a
nightmare and trying to work it
out with his dreams — of football,
romance, movies — as a heightened means of escape.”
To convey this, Branagh used
editing to add “unexpected jolts
of color, movement and violence
into this largely still world.”
His war-torn hometown and
scenes of family life are captured
in vivid black and white, with
many artfully composed shots.
“COVID protocols and child working hours reduced our shooting
time and gave me no time to second guess, so first choices from
the gut were the ones we stuck to.
And with direct access to something deep inside of me, we were
unashamedly poetic: we filmed
the rain, the clouds, the leaves. We
let the environment speak to us.”
Branagh says he also “vacuumed up anything that was real
life, including — much more than
in my other films — improvisation, making sure that the film
was not a navel-gazing exercise.
It needed to be owned by the
actors. [Yet it’s] my most exposed,
vulnerable and possibly my most
complete work as a director. A
director friend thought it was a
surprisingly new tone from me,
and if you’re surprising people
after 30 years as a director, it’s
a lovely thing to hear. I certainly
surprised myself.”
Almodóvar also dives into his
country’s fraught political history for the first time in “Parallel Mothers.” As the film tells
the story of two single moms

This project [‘The Power of the Dog’] had a
great balance of a whole lot of fear with a whole
lot of inspiration.” — Jane Campion

Jane Campion
(top), Pedro
Almodóvar
Kenneth Branagh
and Paul Thomas
Anderson are
among the most
storied helmers
to have never
received a best
director Oscar.

(Penélope Cruz and Milena Smit)
whose lives become intertwined
after they meet in a maternity
ward, it features a subplot about
exhuming the graves of citizens
who were disappeared during the
dictatorship of Francisco Franco.
“It represents my biological
maturity — I’m getting older,”
says the 72-year-old director. “In
the ’80s, I thought more about my
freedom and the freedom of my
characters. I wasn’t really thinking about historical memory; I
was more interested in documenting life in the streets, what
young people were doing. I think
I was political because all of my
characters had absolute moral
autonomy. But in the last 20
years, I’ve been more concerned
about the social problems of my
country. I wanted to talk about
the mass graves, but I didn’t find
the right script [until ‘Mothers’].
Spain is the country with [the
most] missing people after Cambodia. One of the greatest challenges was [filming] the opening
of the graves, because of the sensitive nature of the topic and out
of respect for the people. I had
to shoot in a documentary-like
style, and we took great care in
constructing the different layers of the graves — these are all
special effects.”
The film marked other firsts
for him as well. “It’s a movie with
few actors, and it’s very complex
because of its complex characters, so I’m really relying on the
actors to carry the movie,” he
says. “Penélope’s character is acting one way but feeling another,
and that’s a very difficult thing
to manage as a director and as
an actor. It’s much more somber
and restrained [than my other
films], because I needed that kind
of containment.”
Despite “Mothers” being one of
the best-reviewed works of his
career, Spain chose Fernando
León de Aranoa’s comedy “The
Good Boss” as its official 2022
selection for international feature. When asked if his film’s
political subject matter might
be one reason, Almodóvar
points out that he “experienced
the same thing 19 years ago with
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Jane Campion’s
“The Power of the
Dog” features a
lead performance
from Benedict
Cumberbatch.

Penélope Cruz
and Milena Smit
topline Pedro
Almodóvar’s
“Parallel Mothers.”

Power of the Dog: Kirsty Griffin/Netflix; Parallel Mothers: Sony Pictures Classics

‘Talk to Her,’ and curiously with
the same director and the same
actor [Javier Bardem in “Mondays
in the Sun”]. I got all the awards
you could imagine for that film,
but in Spain, the movie [won
virtually none]. Perhaps I was
too successful for many people
there at the time. And perhaps
you are right — part of the country is against [excavating] the
mass graves. A phrase that Milena
Smit’s character says in the film,
‘This is only good for opening old
wounds,’ is almost like a rallying
cry from the right … In any case,
the answer isn’t nice to me. What
I recommend is to see the other
movie and compare the two.”
But reaction to the snub could
end up benefitting him: it helped
“Talk to Her” land Almodóvar
his sole director Oscar nomination and a rare original screenplay win for a foreign-language
film. The screenplay award is a
longstanding consolation prize
for writer-directors who lose in
other categories, and could benefit someone like Branagh or Campion, who won one for “The Piano.”
While it’s not a candidate for
international feature, Anderson’s anthology “The French
Dispatch” — which follows writers, artists and students in the
fictitious French town of Ennuisur-Blasé — plays like one at
moments. What new challenges
did it present? “I don’t know if
you would call it a challenge, but
a lot of this movie is in French,”
Anderson says. “Sometimes one
character speaks French and
another answers in English. We
frankly just mix the languages
any way we like. This was new
for me, though [in] my previous
movie ‘Isle of Dogs,’ we did play
quite a lot with words spoken and
seen, and especially translation. I
think we may have taken the art/
science of subtitling in an everso-slightly new direction!”
His response mirrors the film’s
quirky humor, which includes
some subtle commentary on the
awards season, one of Anderson’s
many trademarks. The deadpan
dialogue, elaborate art direction,
inventive cinematography and
set design all make it unmistak-
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ably his creation, yet it’s arguably
his most ambitious film to date.
“I always think I am doing something I have never attempted
before, but I’m not so sure other
people see it that way when they
watch my movies,” he says. “I had
stupendous experiences with
actors new to me and old to me.
Each one brings an entirely new
voice to the thing in every way.”
Tackling an anthology is one of
several firsts for Anderson. “Our
movie is a collection of short stories, so our subject matter veers
off down many routes. One is sort
of about the courage and inspiration and feelings of freedom
of young people who follow the
impulse to protest or [offer] resistance, [and we] spend a lot of time
with writers in this movie. I don’t
know if I have specifically done a
sequence that was meant to be a
poem before, which I sort of tried
to do in one of these little stories.”
Another writer-director with
a quarter-century of experience
helming features, and the same
last name, is Paul Thomas Anderson. While “Licorice Pizza” isn’t
as directly autobiographical as
“Belfast,” the comic romance
might be his most personal. He
used the true stories of his friend,
producer Gary Goetzman, to capture the mood and feel of 1970s
San Fernando Valley better than
any film since, well, his 1998 porn
industry saga “Boogie Nights.”
“You just sort of substitute a
movie camera with a waterbed
or a pinball palace, and I was
probably an extension of Gary,”
Anderson said at a Nov. 11 New
York City screening this reporter
attended. “I didn’t exactly have
that kind of charisma or that way
with words — he’s one of a kind
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— but the stories he told [offered]
an opportunity to enter a world
that I remember very well. And
having [four] children, [it allowed
me] to show them the world that
I grew up in.”
But Anderson, whose work has
been as varied as “There Will Be
Blood” and “Phantom Thread,”
downplayed the suggestion
that he was entering a reflective
phase. “This just came like a very
generous drop into my lap. It was
irresistible and felt important to
pursue. Don’t worry, I can still be
cranky!” he cracked. “But I had a

I always think I’m doing something I have
never attempted before, but I’m not so
sure other people see it that way when they
watch my movies.” — Wes Anderson

Kenneth Branagh
had to contend
with COVID
and child-labor
laws while
filming “Belfast.”

friend, [late AMPAS president]
Tom Sherak, a great man, who
said [after watching], maybe it was
‘The Master,’ ‘You’re really, really
good at this, but you should make
one every once in a while that people actually understand.’ I remember putting this together and I
thought, ‘This is for you, Tom.’”
Does not winning a director
Oscar after helming acclaimed
features for 25, 32, 43 (Almodóvar) or 44 years (Ridley
Scott, whose “House of Gucci”
is gaining awards buzz for its
performances) and being a sentimental favorite benefit any of
these vets? “My impression is
that the Academy has always
voted for sentimental favorites
in every category, except when
people have absolutely no clue
about what the meaning of the
category is,” such as technical
awards, says former New York
Film Festival head and DGA voter
Kent Jones, who helmed “Hitchcock/Truffaut,” a doc about two
auteurs who never won a director

Oscar. “The sentimentality is secondary to the question of what
[people feel it] would look best
to vote for. When the stars align
and the director is a sentimental
favorite, too, that’s great.”
Toronto Intl. Film Festival CEO
and Academy voter Cameron
Bailey says, “There are very few
times where there’s a momentum
of support for directors because
they haven’t won before and they
deserve it. Martin Scorsese’s
award for ‘The Departed’ was
one of a few examples, because
he wasn’t onstage collecting
the Oscar for ‘Taxi Driver’ and
‘Raging Bull.’”
What’s clear is that this year’s
crop of great films from auteurs
in their 50s, 60s, 70s and 80s belies
Quentin Tarantino’s recent statement that “most directors have
horrible last movies,” implying
that they’d be better off retiring
early. “Sometimes that’s true, but
sometimes somebody makes ‘The
Irishman,’” Jones says. “I think he
should stop talking so much.”
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Making the Cut

The Oscar shortlists hit Hollywood on Dec. 21, with filmmakers
and artisans alike waiting to
see if their pics have made it. It’s
another COVID-challenged year,
with theaters still not running at
full capacity and screening links
de rigueur even as widespread
vaccinations boost the confidence in getting back in a cinema.
The films below have been gaining traction on the awards circuit
so far, but given the contours of
kudos campaigns, surprises can
and will emerge. Critics groups

By Carole Horst

are beginning to weigh in and
some guild nominations are
imminent. Oscar nominations
will be announced Feb. 8, with the
ceremony taking place March 27.

DOCUMENTARY
FEATURE
Todd Haynes’
doc “The Velvet
Underground”
explores the band
as well as the New
York City art scene
around the music.

This category once again offers up
an embarrassment of riches, with
films such as Denmark’s “Flee”
leading the pack — the Sundance
winner recently won a Gotham
award. “Flee” can also grab noms

in animation and international
feature. NatGeo’s lineup includes
John Hoffman and Janet Tobias’
“Fauci,” Matthew Heineman’s “The
First Wave” and two docs already
racking up awards season kudos:
Liz Garbus’ “Becoming Cousteau”
and “The Rescue” from E. Chai
Vasarhelyi and Jimmy Chin, who
won an Oscar for “Free Solo.”
Music may overtake the shortlist this year as at least three
strong contenders have electrified filmgoers: QuestLove’s
“Summer of Soul,” which came

out of Sundance on a rave wave;
Todd Haynes’ Cannes-bowing
“The Velvet Underground,” from
Apple Original Films; and Edgar
Wright’s “The Sparks Brothers,”
from Focus Features. Another
crowd-pleaser is “Julia,” from
Oscar nominees Betsy West and
Julie Cohen (“RBG”) that Sony
Pictures Classics is distributing.
That duo could also be nominated for Amazon Studios’ “My
Name Is Pauli Murray” and if so,
make history. Prolific Amazon
Studios’ “Mayor Peter” and “Val”
are immersive portraits of public
figures, while HBO Max’s “Street
Gang: How We Got to Sesame
Street” are quirky crowd-pleasers
in the mix. Netflix’s “Procession,”
about a group of survivors abused
by Catholic priests, has started to
gain momentum. Rita Moreno
once again creates a memorable
role in the Steven Spielberg version of “West Side Story,” so Roadside Attractions’ “Rita Moreno:
Just a Girl Who Decided to Go for
It” (also streaming on Netflix) may
see some more interest. Also in
the race are “Bring Your Own Brigade,” from two-time Oscar nominee Lucy Walker, which revolves
around a huge forest fire plaguing
the world, and Texas border story
“Missing in Brooks County.”

INTERNATIONAL FILM
As every other year, the international film race delivers a vibrant
field for voters to choose from,
with some riding a strong wave
from the 2021 festival circuit.
Among the buzziest ones are
Kosovo’s “Hive,” which debuted
in Sundance. Blerta Basholli’s
directorial feature debut, distributed in the U.S. by Zeitgest Films
in association with Kino Lorber,

AppleTV+

Contenders race to get on Oscar’s shortlist
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Gutter of
House
Credit
Gucci: Fabio Lovino/MGM; Hand of God: Netflix

won three big prizes at Sundance
and it’s also the kind of film that
voters love: a female filmmaker
tackling recent history with a
universal story and distinct point
of view.
Another strong contender is
Finland’s “Compartment No.
6,” which bowed at Cannes and
scooped the Grand Prix there.
Finland doesn’t have a strong
track record with Oscar voters,
but Juho Kuosmanen’s drama
about two strangers on a train
is expertly made and acted, and
with U.S. distrib Sony Pictures
Classics — which has an enviable track record at the Oscars
— behind this gem, it could go
all the way.
Another Scandinavian pic,
Denmark’s “Flee,” has also been
grabbing attention since it bowed
at Sundance. The Neon (in the
U.S.) release is an animated documentary that tells the harrowing story of an Afghan family that
flees to Europe after the Taliban
takes over their homeland could
also score in animation and
documentary categories.
Since 2002, German submissions have either won, been
nominated or made the shortlist
12 times, and “I’m Your Man,” this
sci-fi romance starring a German-speaking Dan Stevens — and
a Berlinale favorite picked up by
Bleecker Street — could keep
their record going.
Other films that look headed
for the shortlist include Asghar
Farhadi’s “A Hero,” a Cannes prize

The opulent
styles and period
looks of “House
of Gucci” make
a strong play
for the hair and
makeup shortlist.

winner from Iranian auteur Farhadi (it also recently won the
National Board of Review’s foreign language film kudos) that
has Amazon’s backing in the
U.S. Netflix plays another strong
game this year with Italy’s “Hand
of God,” from Oscar-winner Paolo
Sorrentino, as well as Mexico’s
“Prayers for the Stolen,” which
won a special mention prize
when it unspooled in Cannes’ Un
Certain Regard.
Japan’s Gotham Awards winner

Oscar-winner
Paolo Sorrentino’s
autobiographical
“Hand of God”
may dock in the
international
feature shortlist.

“Drive My Car” and Norway’s “The
Worst Person in the World” (from
Neon) — both Cannes favorites —
are also gaining traction.
There are always some of the
more unconventional titles, such
as Romania’s Berlin hit “Bad Luck
Banging or Loony Porn,” and
France’s challenging “Titane,”
which won the Cannes Palme d’Or
but as an edgy genre pic, it wouldn’t be a conventional choice from
the Academy; ditto for Iceland’s
“Lamb.” Abortion drama “Lingui,
the Sacred Bonds” from Chad
could also gain fans for its nuanced
take on a hot-button subject.

MAKEUP AND HAIR
History was made earlier this year
when Mia Neal and Jamika Wilson became the first Black women
to win Oscars in the category for
“Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom.” For
2022, the category anticipates not
history-making but still transformative nominations. “Dune”
and “House of Gucci” lead here:
the sci-fi epic conveyed the different cultures of its universe
with inventive hair and makeup,
while “House of Gucci” took

audiences on a decades-long
journey via eyeliner and hairstyles. Both also transformed
actors: Stellan Skarsgård in
“Dune” and Jared Leto in “Gucci”
disappeared into their characters with the help of makeup
and hair. “Cruella” has fun with
late 1970s punk looks for Emma
Stone contrasting with Emma
Thompson’s upper-crust establishment look. That said, “The
Eyes of Tammy Faye” is a strong
contender, given that Tammy
Faye Bakker’s love of makeup is
iconic. “Being the Ric ardos” is
another strong contender. The
transformation of Nicole Kidman into Lucille Ball is subtle,
allowing the actor to deliver an
in-depth performance — not a
mimic — of the comedy legend.
Another period piece involving
an iconic figure, “Spencer” should
also gain traction here as the
hair and makeup allow Kristen
Stewart to fully become Princess
Diana. “Licorice Pizza,” “Belfast”
and “The Power of the Dog” are
all top contenders in which the
period hair and makeup must
be more natural and subtle,
and thus could be overlooked.
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real life. “Eternals” plays a strong
card with the Celestials and the
Deviants, especially the climactic transformation of a potential
world-killer into a placid island.

SOUND

Jonathan Majors
stars in “The
Harder They Fall,”
which features
original song
contender “Guns
Go Bang.”

Bang,” from Western “The Harder
They Fall.” Cudi pairs with Ariana
Grande for “Just Look Up,” from
“Don’t Look Up,” while Billie Eilish’s take on a James Bond hit single, “No Time to Die,” has already
won a Grammy. U2 returns to
form with “Your Song Saved My
Life,” from, somewhat surprisingly, the animated “Sing 2,” in
which Bono also voices the rock
star lion, Clay Calloway.

VFX
This year, the shortlist in this category looks to be dominated by
fantasy films and superhero epics.
“Dune” created new worlds, and
its mix of practical and computer
VFX is seamless, especially the
interactions with the fearsome

sandworms. “Shang-Chi and the
Legend of the Ten Rings” also
created maps of water, moving
forests, a hidden village, dragons
and other fantastical creatures
that seemed real. Other films getting buzz include “Free Guy,” with
its video-game graphics, “Black
Widow,” with its climactic battle
in the sky, “Army of the Dead’s”
eerie rendering of zombie-ridden
Las Vegas and “Finch’s” droid. The
VFX wizards behind “Venom: Let
There Be Carnage” created a new
character, inspired by animals
that use weapons in nature. The
James Bond franchise is a perennial on below-the-line Oscar lists,
and the VFX team behind “No
Time to Die” certainly made a case
for itself creating nanobots, missiles and other feats grounded in

SHORTS

ORIGINAL SONG
So many superstars to choose
from in the category, it’s a feast for
the ears. Beyoncé’s soaring ballad
“Be Alive” from “King Richard” is
the perfect end cap to an engaging and uplifting drama, while
her husband, Jay-Z, enters the
race with Kid Cudi for “Guns Go

“Robin Robin”
from Aardman/
Netflix is a
stop-motion
holiday story.

The animated short, live action
short and documentary short categories are hard to gage because
often, shorts are hard to get to see
unless you’re at a festival or other
specialized screening event. That
said, these films offer a stunning
range of artistic vision. Among the
big players are Skydance Animation, debuting with “Blush,” a story
of an astronaut-alien encounter.
Netflix’s “Robin, Robin” is a
charming stop-motion holiday
story. “Manoo,” from Baobab, is
from Oscar-nominated Erick
Oh. Disney’s sweet “Far From
the Tree” is playing in front of
“Encanto,” so is widely seen by
voters, while “Us Again” is another
getting more exposure than most.
Short docs “The Queen of Basketball” and “Unforgivable” are
gaining traction, while live-action
shorts emerging include Annalise Lockhart’s “Inheritance” and
Alexe Poukine’s “Palma,” both
award winners at the prestigious
Palm Springs ShortFest.

Harder They Fall: David Lee/Netflix; Robin Robin: Netflix

ORIGINAL SCORE
Busy Jonny Greenwood (one
Oscar nomination) looks to be
a lock in this category — but for
which score? The improvisational
jazz-infused “Spencer,” or the mix
of strings, horns and mechanical
piano for “The Power of the Dog”?
Alexandre Desplat (11 Oscar noms,
two wins) is again in the mix for
“The French Dispatch,” but that
pic may have faded by the time
voters consider contending films
with more heat, such as “Being the
Ricardos,” featuring past Oscar
nominee Daniel Pemberton’s
70-piece orchestra invoking the
1950s of “I Love Lucy”; Dickon
Hinchliffe’s score for “The Lost
Daughter,” with its piano, Hammond organ and strings; and twotime nominee Carter Burwell’s
ominous score for “The Tragedy
of Macbeth.” Never discount
10-time Oscar nominee (with one
win) Hans Zimmer, whose music
for “Dune” immersed audiences
in the sci-fi worlds onscreen.

Musicals “In the Heights” and
“West Side Story” should be surefire contenders for the shortlist.
“CODA,” with its story of a child
of deaf adults, incorporates lots
of everyday sounds, especially
when the family speaks using
ASL with audible slaps and the
physicality of the language. Epic
films usually figure into the race
so look for “Dune” and “The Last
Duel” to make appearances here,
while films including “The Power
of the Dog” (frontier life), “King
Richard” (various sounds of tennis games) and “A Quiet Place Part
II,” which re-created the same
rules from the Oscar-nominated
“A Quiet Place,” should get some
votes. “The Matrix Resurrections”
should follow in the franchise’s
footsteps to an Oscar nom (and
maybe win); ditto for James
Bond’s latest, “No Time to Die.”
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The Critics Have Their Say

In 2003 at the eighth annual
Critics Choice Awards, there
were three in the actor race : Jack
Nicholson for “About Schmidt,”
Daniel Day-Lewis for “Gangs of
New York” and Robin Williams
for “One Hour Photo.” There was
a tie — between Nicholson and
Day-Lewis — but Williams ended
up stealing the show when Nicholson invited him on stage. “Robin
would you come up and would
you give the funniest acceptance
speech I ever gave?” Nicholson

Bradley Cooper
and Cate
Blanchett star
in Guillermo del
Toro’s “Nightmare
Alley,” which
only screened
last week.

inquired. Williams then launched
into a lengthy “speech” that had
stars from Renée Zellweger to
Nicole Kidman howling and was
praised by the media.
It remains a standout moment
in the organization’s long history
and a personal favorite of Joey
Berlin, CEO of the Critics Choice
Assn. (CCA), who has served as
executive producer on every Critics Choice Awards broadcast since
its inception with the film awards
in 1995; TV awards began in 2011.

By Jenelle Riley

Now, the Critics Choice Awards
find themselves at a crossroads.
With the Golden Globe Awards’
future up in the air after NBC
cancelled the 2022 telecast, the
CCAs have set Jan. 9 to air their
27th annual Critics Choice Awards
from the Fairmont Century Plaza,
simulcast on the CW and TBS.
(The Globes have said they will go
forward, but it remains unknown
in what form it will take.)
As the Critics Choice Awards
embark on a pivotal year, Variety

takes a look at the organization
behind it and what to expect from
the upcoming show.

THE DATES
The Jan. 9 broadcast of the Critics Choice Awards will cover both
film and television, though they
have different submission deadlines. Also setting them apart
— the TV side requires formal
submissions but the film side does
not. They also have different dates

Kerry Hayes/Fox

Looking at the history and future of the film categories at the Critics Choice Awards
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In 2000, “Cast
Away” was a
late addition to
the Critics Choice
Awards ballot.

son the Volleyball in the category
of best inanimate object.)
The remainder of the balloting
process will be combined. Final
votes are due at 9 p.m. PT Jan. 7,
just in time for the Jan. 9 show.

THE VOTERS

Ties are not
unusual; in 2010,
Meryl Streep (in
“Julie & Julia”)
shared the actress
award with
Sandra Bullock.

Gutter
Cast
Away:
Credit
Fox; Julie & Julia: Jonathan Wenk/Columbia; West Side Story: Niko Tavernise/Fox

Steven Spielberg’s
“West Side Story”
was another film
that screened just
in time for voters.

for announcing their nominations: TV noms were announced
Dec. 6 while the film noms will
be announced Dec. 13. Asked
about putting a week between
announcements. Berlin says, “Two
days of announcing nominees is
two days of publicity for the show
instead of one, giving all the nominees a little more exposure.”
In addition, he notes, “film nominees go later to make sure that late
arriving films like ‘West Side Story’
and ‘Nightmare Alley’ can be seen
by all film branch members before
they vote in the first round.”
This is a great remedy to a problem many groups have encountered in the past, when films
didn’t screen in enough time for
voters to consider them. In fact,
on two occasions the CCA put a
film on the ballot after the deadline: “Cast Away” in 2000 and “Star
Wars: The Force Awakens” in
2015. (Side note: “Cast Away” also
received a special award for Wil-

Originally called the Broadcast
Film Critics Assn. (BFCA), the
group was founded in 1995 and
began presenting the Critics’
Choice Movie Awards in 1996.
The CCA was formed in 2019 with
a merger of the BFCA and the
Broadcast Television Journalists
Assn. Over the years, the group
has grown from its initial roster
of less than 50 voters.
“With almost 500 members,
the CCA is unique because it is a
large and diverse national voting
group, representing every major
market around the U.S. and Canada and many smaller markets,
and it is composed of working
professional film and television
critics and reporters whose job it
is to cover new films and shows,”
says Berlin. “While the Oscars and
Emmys are voted on by people
who make films and shows, the
Critics Choice Awards are also

To make a great
awards show,
it has to be fun for
the talent.”
— Joey Berlin
valued by their recipients because
they reflect the collective opinion of people who watch films and
shows for a living.”
According to the CCA website,
qualifications to join require
prospective members to be “professional film critics or entertainment journalists whose coverage
is available on a regular basis to
a wide audience.” It notes that
“online critics must be the primary
critic on their site” and that “radio
film critics must be heard in N.Y./
L.A. or at least five markets in addition to their primary radio station.”
The CCA considers new members
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every year and employs a full-time
membership director. The list of
current members is available on
its website at criticschoice.com.

THE PARTY

THE CATEGORIES
The Critics Choice Awards boast
more film categories — often each
with more nominees — than any
other televised awards show.
Their 21 categories include the
obvious — best picture, actor, etc.
— but they also include categories
that you would only find on the
Oscars: score, editing, ensemble,
visual effects, production design,
costume design, song and cinematography. Like the SAG Awards
— but unlike the Oscars — they
have an ensemble category.
And unlike any other show, they
include noms for comedy and
young actor/actress. The latter
category gave the show a viral
moment earlier this year when
then-8-year-old “Minari” star Alan
Kim won and delivered a tearful
acceptance speech.

In the past, the Critics Choice
Awards also recognized action,
horror and sci-fi fantasy movies
along with acting categories for
each genre, but those have now
been incorporated into the Critics Choice Super Awards, which
launched this year.

Last year,
Alan S. Kim (with
“Minari” co-star
Noel Cho) won the
young actor trophy and delivered
a memorable
acceptance speech.

MEMORABLE MOMENTS
Perhaps because of the smaller
voting body, there have been several ties in the past — which always
proves to be fun. In addition to the
Nicholson/Day-Lewis tie, there
was a tie between Glenn Close
and Lady Gaga for actress in 2019
— a moment Gaga called a “tremendous honor” in her speech.
Perhaps the most memorable
tie occurred in 2010 when actress
winners Meryl Streep (“Julie &
Julia”) and Sandra Bullock (“The
Blind Side”) shared the honor.
Streep gave her acceptance
speech first and then presenter
Bradley Cooper announced
Bullock, who took the stage and
jokingly circled Streep before
declaring: “This is bullshit!” The
two then shared a surprise kiss
and hugged before Bullock went
on to give her speech.
When asked for other standout moments, Berlin says, “There
have been so many highlights
it’s hard to single out a few.” But

In 2018, “Girls
Trip” received
three nominations,
including two for
Tiffany Haddish
(far right).

he mentions Ben Affleck winning director and best picture
for “Argo” the same day “he was
‘snubbed’ by the Academy in the
best director category.”
He also cites Leonardo DiCaprio
introducing Bob Dylan to sing a
tribute to Martin Scorsese, and
“when Will Smith presented a special award to Muhammad Ali and
Muhammad gave the crazy sign as
Will was doing his Ali impression.”
And who didn’t adore the time
Dakota Fanning won for young
actor/actress and Orlando Bloom
had to hold her up so she could be
seen over the podium? “She didn’t
stop, even as Orlando was straining to not drop her.”

Another moment Berlin cites is
“when the cast of ‘The Irishman’
got giddy on stage after winning
best ensemble,” which may be a
good summary of the atmosphere
in the room. While past broadcasts have been professional,
there also seems to be an air of
joy and celebration.
Another factor that sets them
apart is CCA members are invited
to the ceremony and they sit
among the nominees. Says Berlin, “To make a great awards
show, it has to be fun for the talent. The Critics Choice Awards
has always had comfortable table
seating with friends, with booze
on the tables, open bar before
during and after, and plenty of
mingling opportunities. It’s like a
camp reunion for the stars, since
so many of them have worked
together through the years, and
they know our members since
they’ve done so many interviews
together through the years.”
With a new spotlight on the
CCA, here’s hoping the latest show
retains that sense of fun. Berlin
believes it will.
“It’s a party atmosphere, since
we’re all there to celebrate the
best of the best,” he says. “And this
year there’s a whole new level of
reverie since all the big companies are bringing their big after
parties to the Fairmont Century
Plaza on Jan. 9. The Critics Choice
Awards is clearly going to be the
party of the year.”
Minari: Melissa Lukenbaugh/A24; Girls Trip: Michele K . Short/Universal

THE DIFFERENCES
Though the CCA clearly has
nothing against populist entertainment, having critics as voters
can mean smaller films and overlooked performances snag recognition. The first awards show, held
in 1996, recognized two lead performances that failed to receive
Oscar nominations: Kevin Bacon
for “Murder in the First” and
Nicole Kidman for “To Die For.”
There are many other examples. In 2013, the awards were
the only televised program to
nominate Ann Dowd for “Compliance”; the following year, they
recognized Robert Redford for
his turn in “All Is Lost.” And in
2018, they gave nods to performances from Patrick Stewart
in “Logan,” Tiffany Haddish for
“Girls Trip” and Jake Gyllenhaal
for “Stronger” — three standout
turns that failed to earn recognition elsewhere. That year also
saw both Michael Stuhlbarg and
Armie Hammer nominated in the
supporting actor category for
“Call Me by Your Name,” though
neither made the Academy cut.
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Race for European
Film Awards Wide Open

With no clear fave, contenders from last year and this are in the running
Scarcely a week after the announcement that a more barebones European Film Awards
(EFA) ceremony was to take
place Dec. 11 in Berlin with only
nominees in attendance, even
that compromise proved to be
too bold. Given that the EFAs
already vie for global attention
with Stateside awards campaigns
and end-of-year lists, it must be
quite a disappointment for organizers and nominees alike. Still,
the show — or a virtual version
of it — must go on, and as ever,
given the vast spread of territories and categories it covers,
there’s plenty to be gleaned from
the 34th edition’s slate.
The vagaries of the rules for
the European film nominations

Franz Rogowski,
right with Thomas
Prenn, is gaining
traction for his
turn in “The Great
Freedom.”

mean that oftentimes the resulting lineup is a strange mix of
shiny new titles and others at
the exhausted end of an awards
trail that peaked some time ago.
Emerald Fennell’s “Promising
Young Woman,” for example,
scored a berth in the Discovery
category for debut films, and an
actress nom for Carey Mulligan,
despite premiering almost two
long, storied years ago.
Similarly, of the five noms for
European film, Jasmila Žbanić’s
terrific “Quo Vadis, Aida?” and
Florian Zeller’s wrenching “The
Father” both already figured in
April’s Academy Awards, whereas Juho Kuosmanen’s lovely
“Compartment No. 6,” and Julia
Ducournau’s ferocious “Titane”

By Jessica Kiang

feel fresher, having not earned
their stripes — and major laurels
— until Cannes in July. But for
timely advantage, you’d be unwise
to bet against Paolo Sorrentino’s
busily Fellini-fied autofiction “The
Hand of God”; not only is the paint
barely dry after its Venice 2021
premiere, but Sorrentino has also
won EFA best film twice before.
Another tick in favor of the
Italian movie is Sorrentino’s
nomination for Euro director,
an award that tends to go in lockstep with best film. Only once in
the past 10 years has there been
a split (in 2011, Susanne Bier
took the director trophy for
“In a Better World” while Lars
Von Trier’s “Melancholia” took
best film). This tendency makes

“Compartment No. 6’s” prospects
a little dimmer, as the only one
of the five best film nominees
not to also score a director nod;
instead, Radu Jude snuck in for
his anarchic Berlin winner “Bad
Luck Banging or Loony Porn.” But
with Žbanić and Ducournau both
in the running, there is also the
possibility of a woman victory in
the category, which would only
be the third ever after Bier and
Maren Ade (“Toni Erdmann”).
Sometimes it works the other
way around. Fewer nominations
can lead to a win, as all the film’s
eggs get put in the one category
basket. This may prove the case for
actress, in which Renate Reinsve
scores one of just two nominations
(the other being screenplay) for the
widely beloved “The Worst Person
in the World.” Joachim Trier’s film
is perhaps the most surprising
omission from the film and director lists, given that it’s hotly tipped
for an international Oscar slot.
In actor the field is even tighter,
with Franz Rogowski gaining traction for his superb turn in “The
Great Freedom,” while Anthony
Hopkins could easily add an EFA
to the Oscar he already won for
“The Father,” and Vincent Lindon’s
reputation plus a wildly againsttype performance in “Titane”
could also turn heads. But let’s
not disparage the chances of Yuriy
Borisov (opposite the also nominated, also great Seidi Haarla) who
is simply wonderful in “Compartment No. 6” — just one of five films
this immensely charismatic newcomer premiered in 2021.
Because of this fragmentation,
it’s unlikely this edition will see as
emphatic a winner as “Another
Round” last year or “The Favourite,” “Cold War” or “The Square”
before that, when all took home
at least four major awards. This
year the only titles with the requisite nominations to replicate that
success are “Quo Vadis, Aida?” and
“Titane,” neither of which seems
likely to effect a sweep, however
worthy. Which means that on
Dec. 11, we could be looking at a
more open EFAs than we’ve seen
recently, even if the ceremony
itself ends up being more closed
than any of us had hoped.

Freibeuter Film/Rohfilm
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Gyllenhaal,
Fuqua’s ‘Guilty’
Pleasure

Duo probe hot-button issues
in Netflix drama

By Tim Gray

Glen WIlson/Netflix

GRAY’S GOLD
It’s that time of year when film
awards ballots are going out.
Here’s some advice for voters:
make sure you see Netflix’s “The
Guilty” before voting. It’s a great
piece of filmmaking, and Jake
Gyllenhaal gives one of the year’s
best performances.
However, try not to read about
the film. There will be no spoilers
in this column, but as Gyllenhaal
tells Variety, “It’s important that
people approach this movie without too much information.”
Here’s what is safe to report:
It takes place in a 911 call center,
in a short period of time, with
Gyllenhaal’s character Joe Bay-

lor dealing with individuals who
are lost, strung out and/or desperate, all while L.A. firefighters are battling a wildfire that
complicates everything.
“Guilty” is impressive at any
level, but especially considering
the degree of difficulty. It was shot
in 11 days, with Antoine Fuqua
remote-directing from a nearby
van, since he’d been exposed to
COVID. Gyllenhaal is in virtually
every shot; they did 20-minute
takes, with actors who play the
callers phoning in from various
locations. And this was all accomplished in the early days of COVID,
which hit hard in March 2020.
The actor calls it “a scary time:
There was very little protocol
about how to shoot a film indoors.”
As a producer and star, Gyllenhaal was under intense pressure
— and he loved it.
“After years of making films, I’m
always thrilled by a different way
of doing things. With more challenges, it gets more interesting.
“I think ‘The Guilty’ is for people
who love movies because it strips
away all of the things we’re used
to in movies and it forces us to

use our imagination. Now in films
we’re shown everything, but implication and mystery are so important and this movie is filled with
them. A lot of movies are overt, and
‘The Guilty’ is all subtext.”
The film doesn’t have an M.
Night Shyamalan twist, but it’s one
of the few films this year in which
you honestly don’t know where it’s
headed. In a tight 90 minutes, the
first hour is gripping. The last 30
minutes shift into overdrive and
offer big payoffs in the script by
Nic Pizzolatto.
The project started when Gyllenhaal saw the 2018 Danish film
directed by Gustav Möller and
knew it would translate well to
an American context.
Gyllenhaal says studios were
interested and when the pandemic hit in March 2020, it became
a red-hot property: “Everyone was
looking for a contained movie
with few characters. It seemed
well on its way, but then George
Floyd was killed.”
The U.S. exploded with issues of
violence, mental health, the public’s relations with authorities
(cops, emergency workers even

Jake Gyllenhaal
produced and
stars in “The
Guilty,” directed
during the early
days of COVID by
Antoine Fuqua.

store clerks) and floating anger.
Gyllenhaal says, “All the movie’s
undercurrents made everyone
think ‘Maybe we shouldn’t tell this
story now.’ ” But, he adds, “These
are the moments when you should
tell stories like this, not run away
from them.”
Undeterred, he says, “I wanted
to find a filmmaker who believed
this film should be a conversation-starter or even just a conversation. We’re barely able to
have conversations these days.”
Fuqua was the perfect partner for
this, he says.
In the past decade, Gyllenhaal
has racked up an astonishing
list of credits, including “Nightcrawler,” “Nocturnal Animals,”
“Stronger,” “Prisoners,” “Southpaw” and “Enemy.” All of them
were Oscar-worthy, though not
nominated. Maybe not enough
people saw them. Netflix reports
huge viewership for “Guilty,” and
one hopes awards voters are in
that group.
“I think it’s a special film,” he
says. “I don’t think it’s what people expect. I really hope people
see it.”

H O L LY W O O D E X P E R I E N C E

Broadway
Debut
Armanino is excited to expand our established L.A. Business Management practice with the
opening of our New York office, bringing coverage to the two largest entertainment capitals
in the world. This announcement is bolstered through the addition of Craig Manzino and Marc
Rosen’s team adding to a comprehensive portfolio of theatre, television, film, social media and
music expertise. Our commitment to serving our clients and communities remains steadfast.
Learn more at armaninollp.com.
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SPACs Provide an
Alternative to Traditional
Showbiz Financing

Gutter Credit
Illustration
by Cheyne Gateley

Resurgence of blank-check deals energize Hollywood’s middle ground

By Robert Marich

D E A L M A K E RS I M PACT R E P O RT

As Hollywood constantly looks
to novel forms of funding, the special purpose acquisition company
or SPAC, has found new popularity over the past couple of years.
Besides being a welcome source
of funding, these blank-check
investment vehicles look to energize the lightly populated middle
of the corporate ecosystem in the
media, entertainment, sports and
digital sectors.
SPACs (blank-check transactions are also called blind pools
and reverse mergers) enable
entertainment companies to go
public while bypassing the traditional IPO route. They work
by raising capital through their
own IPOs, becoming publicly
traded entities for the specific
purpose of acquiring an existing
operating company.
The SPACs are streamlined
publicly traded entities that are

Harry Sloan,
co-founder of
Global Eagle
Acquisition Corp.,
co-founded seven
SPACs, including
the high-profile
DraftKings SPAC.

12.08.2021

stuffed with cash but operate no
business at the time they mount
their IPOs. Their plans are to later
merge with a yet-to-be-selected
private operating business.
“This is a tool that is less capital-intensive on the front end
than more traditional transactions involving the majors such as
studio co-finance arrangements,”
says Morgan Earnest, CEO at Los
Angeles Media Fund and CFO
of its SPAC, which raised $253
million in November.
The advantage for said private
business: avoiding the regulatory
hurdles and financial scrutiny
that accompany traditional IPOs.
Typically, financings shower
money on industry’s upper echelon, such as film slate funding
going to major movie studios,
leaving the majors in charge of
business decisions. In SPAC land,
Earnest says their transactions

create full-fledged, independent
operating companies that are
charting their own course.
SPACs transactions are booming across finance and media/
entertainment. Sidelined by the
video streaming revolution, Redbox diversified from its DVD rental
roots to streaming, merging with a
SPAC providing $88 million in cash
in October. On Dec. 1, talent agency
UTA, capitalizing on its strength in
video gaming, announced that it’s
in the process of raising $200 million through a SPAC designed to
pursue acquisitions of gaming-related companies.
Other SPAC deals involved
science/history video streamer
CuriosityStream; Liberty Media
Acquisition that sprouted from
a traditional cable TV/telecom
giant raising $575 million; former Disney executives Kevin
Mayer and Tom Staggs raising
money on the duo’s business
chops; and others in sports and
gambling. Reflecting the boom,
Wall Street researcher Dealogic
counts 301 SPAC deals year-todate in November worth $585
million in communications-entertainment-media completed or
announced, vs. 199 comparable
deals worth $261 million in the
same period a year earlier.
Entertainment companies are
ideal merger targets because
they are at the epicenter of
today’s celebrity-obsessed culture, says Hal Vogel, veteran
media analyst and CEO of Vogel
Capital Management.
“If you are creating a SPAC, you
are looking for a business that has
traction and publicity,” Vogel says.
“Fashion, sports, music and film

have recognition, brand equity
and normally some kind of revenue whether from a piece of music
or celebrity-branded sneakers.”
Celebrity entrepreneurs dot
the SPAC landscape ranging from
basketball star Kevin Durant to
former CBS executive Joe Ianniello to Mark Wahlberg.
“The media, entertainment and
sports industry is an extremely
broad and evolving category that
is inseparable from technology,”
adds Michelle Gasaway, partner,
capital markets, at law firm Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom.
That broadening means leaps into
digital streaming, mobile gaming, digital content creation and
online lifestyle content, sometimes with hardware attached
such as exercise equipment and
experiential technologies.
What energizes investors
today are instances of SPAC values climbing after mergers. The
stock price of the SPAC known as
Digital World Acquisition Corp.
(DWAC) spurted six-fold in October with the announcement that
DWAC was merging with former
President Donald Trump’s private
social-media venture.
Another high-flier is fantasy
sports/betting entity DraftKings
for its SPAC deal March 2020,
after which its share price peaked
above $70, though it recently gave
back some gains. Its SPAC, Diamond Eagle Acquisition Corp.,
issued stock at just $10 a share
prior to the DraftKings merger.
Harry Sloan, the Hollywood
executive who co-founded seven
SPACs, including the DraftKings
merger partner, counted 40
SPACs at the time of the Draft-
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If you are creating a SPAC, you are
looking for a business that has traction
and publicity.” — Hal Vogel
Kings merger that swelled to an
overheated 600, in an interview
with Variety’s “Strictly Business”
podcast last month.
“I do anticipate a lot more sanity and less speculation among
SPAC investors and therefore”
fewer such entities in the future,
Sloan said.
The benefits for the private
operating company partners are a
simpler IPO, and also getting listed
on a public stock exchange at earlier stages of development, which
provides the attendant IPO cash
injection from the SPAC. There’s
more rigor in the traditional IPO
process, which requires more fully
developed companies.
The ease of entry sets the stage
for mid-size operating companies

with limited corporate resources
to be energized by finance-savvy
SPAC partners in mergers, say
SPAC proponents.
“Before, during and after in the
going public [process], we help
tell the story, navigate the process
and believe we’ll be the best board
members you can image,” says
Neil Jacobson, chairman and CEO
of the Music Acquisition Corp.,
which raised $230 million in its
February IPO and trades with the
ticker symbol TMAC.
“We want to empower the companies going public,” says Jacobson.
The company’s CFO, Todd
Lowen, adds that money injected
in SPAC mergers is “a permanent
source of capital,” meaning equity
doesn’t have to be paid back as loan

financing does. Further, a merged
operating company can use its
stock to make later acquisitions.
Part of that low-hassle IPO
attraction is that SPAC deals are
less costly for the operating company and less restrictive. Traditional IPOs put the focus on past
financial results. On the other
hand, SPACs and their target companies have the leeway to issue
future forecasts.
The SPAC sector faces regulatory risks. The Securities
and Exchange Commission has
raised eyebrows over the guaranteed nature of a big payday to
SPAC fund organizers, even in
instances in which shareholders lose. Regulators are also
known to be looking at how

Music Acquisition Corp

Fugias ut anda
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Neil Jacobson
and Todd Lowen
raised $230
million through
the Music
Acquisition
Corp. SPAC.

equity is booked and at rules on
promotion for SPACs.
The current SPAC revolution
bloomed during buoyant financial markets. Though not a SPAC,
Meta Platforms (the new name for
Facebook’s parent) today carries
an indicated stock market value of
$940 billion from a 2004 startup.
More speculatively, small investors moving as a pack bid up
shares earlier this year of battered movie theater circuit AMC
Entertainment and video game
retailer GameStop to heights that
left investment pros scratching
their heads. Crypto currencies
soar in dollar value without any
assets as backing.
Today’s bubbly environment
present an opportunity and a
problem. Valuations spiraling
upward are a magnet pulling
investors to buy SPAC stock, but
then SPACs chasing deals can find
target companies arm-wrestling
for rich valuations because eager
buyers/investors are lined up at
their doors.
Typically, the owners of the
private operating company get
around 80% of equity when merging with the SPAC, so investors
who put up cash hold a minority
stake post-merger. SPACs typically have a 24-month deadline to
connect with a merger prospect,
or else must return money raised
to investors.
It’s not always smooth flying
as some recent Hollywood SPAC
deals hit turbulence. Wall Street
investor Bill Ackman’s $4 billion
Pershing Square Tontine Holdings was set to buy 10% of major
label Universal Music Group in
August, but was thwarted when
shareholders filed a lawsuit that
he was running it like a fund, not
an operating company.
SPACs have the aura of the Next
Big Thing, but they are not new.
From 1993 to 1998, the late Menahem Golan — half of the “Go-Go
Boys” duo that were kings of Hollywood’s indie film sector in the
1980s —engaged SPACs as vehicles for his comeback attempts.
Golan may have been a celebrity
executive with lots of film projects, but his SPAC effort faded
into obscurity.

122 ● F O C U S ● D E A L M A K E RS I M PACT R E P O RT

12.08.2021

Embracing New Models
to Achieve Growth
From Sports Illustrated Awards to NFTs, Medium Rare thrives
on different kinds of events and specials
For Medium Rare co-founders
Joe Silberzweig and Adam Richman, it was basically pivot or die.
The duo’s company was in the
business of staging annual live
events including the Carnage
Festival, featuring top DJs such
as its founder and namesake
Diamante Anthony “Carnage”
Blackmon. Then the pandemic
shutdown went into effect in
March 2020, and that business
disappeared overnight.
Reviewing their options, Silberzweig and Richman had
an epiphany.
“We saw that sponsors wanted
to play in the streaming space
and reach a younger, more millennial-inspired demographic
than on cable, and we thought,
we have a real opportunity to
create celebrity-driven events,”
says Silberzweig.
The result has been a succession
of live streaming specials, including “Guy’s Restaurant Reboot,”
hosted by Guy Fieri, and “Black
Entrepreneurs Day,” produced
in partnership with Daymond
John (“Shark Tank”), that combine big names in sports, music
and entertainment (Kevin Hart,
Gabrielle Union, LL Cool J, Chance
the Rapper, Diplo, etc.), with corporate sponsors (including LendingTree, Pepsi, UPS, JPMorgan
and Chase for Business) — not to
mention philanthropic initiatives
(grants supporting pandemic-affected restaurateurs and Blackowned businesses).
The coronavirus-mandated
company makeover “actually
completely changed our business
for the better,” Richman says.

Joe Silberzweig,
left, and Adam
Richman
successfully
pivoted to
streaming when
the pandemic
tanked the live
events business.

By Todd Longwell

Medium Rare’s most high-profile effort to date is its reimagining of “The Sports Illustrated
Awards,” which was first staged
as an audience-free event in 2020,
due to COVID-19 restrictions. This
year’s edition, hosted by DJ Khalid
and Cari Champion, was broadcast live on Dec. 7 from Hard Rock
Live in Florida in front of a crowd

that included 500 active-duty
U.S. military personnel admitted
free of charge. Unlike most major
awards shows, which air on linear
TV networks and cable channels,
it was carried by more than 20
streaming outlets, including YouTube, Twitch, TikTok and Twitter.
That’s not the only major difference, according to Silberzweig.

“The whole show is presented
by Pepsi Stronger Together,” the
charity arm of the beverage maker,
he says. “Then instead of selling
commercials in the show, we
position each award as presented
by a different sponsor,” including
Vitacost (team of the year), J.C.
Penney (best dressed) and Arcade1Up (gamer of the year).
Medium Rare gained some extra
branding muscle when Authentic
Brands Group (ABG) acquired
a 20% stake in the company in
December 2020 in a sale that was
brokered, in part, by NBA legend
and ABG co-owner Shaquille
O’Neal. Medium Rare has partnered with O’Neal on numerous
projects, including his annual live
event “Shaq’s Funhouse” (described
as “part music festival, part carnival, part circus”) and it manages
his career as a DJ, in which he spins
under the name DJ Diesel.
Medium Rare also manages
Blackmon and Tampa Bay Buccaneers tight end Rob “Gronk” Gronkowski, with whom it partnered
on Gronk Beach, a “high-end beach
party” featuring performances by
Diplo, Kaskade, Rick Ross and Flo
Rida held over Super Bowl Weekend in Miami in 2020.
Medium Rare teamed with
Gronkowski to issue a non-fungible token (NFT) celebrating his
four Super Bowl championships.
“We said all we need you to do
is give us 90 minutes of your time
for media interviews and a few
social posts, and Rob said, ‘I’m in,’”
Richman says.
Released in March, Gronkowski’s NFTs cost just $28,000 to produce and generated $2.1 million
in revenue. In May, the company
partnered with the Golden State
Warriors for an NFT featuring artwork from their championship
series and rings that brought in
more than $2 million.
“It was sort of the first-personto-jump-in-the-pool effect, and
everyone came jumping in the
pool afterward,” says Silberzweig.
“It led to — no exaggeration —
thousands of cold emails from
athletes, musicians, celebrities
and brands asking, ‘Can you do
my NFT?’ We had to turn down
99% of them.”
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The Wizards Behind
the Mega Deals
In the past year, these experts have navigated showbiz’s mergers, acquisitions and sales
Profiles by Peter Caranicas, Nick Clement, Matt Donnelly, Paula Hendrickson, Karen Idelson, Cynthia Littleton,
Todd Longwell and Robert Marich

Tom Ara

Co-Chair, Entertainment Transactions Practice;
Co-Chair, Entertainment Finance Practice

Katherine Imp
Associate

Alexander Steinberg
Of Counsel

Greg Akselrud

Partner, Chair of Internet, Digital Media &
Entertainment Practice
Stubbs Alderton Markiles

Akselrud counsels actors, directors,
producers, influencers, athletes, musicians and production companies on
corporate deals ranging from stock
buys to new technology launches.
Recent matters he worked on include
repping a pair of marketing agencies
— Michael B. Jordan’s Obsidianworks
and Endeavor’s 160over90 — in a digital
joint venture; GoDigital Media Group in
its acquisition of royalty financing company Sound Royalties; and Funny or Die
in the sale of its branded content studio
to Roku, then the sale of the entire company to Henry R. Muñoz III.
Fun deals: The attorney has been
especially busy with brand deals for
actors and influencers. “They’re really
passionate about these brands, so it’s
fun to represent them,” he says.

Byron Allen

Lisa Alter

Allen Media Group/Entertainment Studios

Alter Kendrick & Baron

Allen’s Entertainment Studios
launched three TV series in national
broadcast syndication with the
Weather Channel (“Highway Thru
Hell,” “SOS: How to Survive” and “Top
10”), while also debuting TheGrio.TV,
a broadcast network and free digital
streaming app that targets African
American viewers. Additionally, the
company’s recent launch of Pattrn
marks the first 24/7 outlet devoted to
climate change and environmental
sustainability in the U.S.
Acceleration: With digital content on
the rise, the time is right for expansion,
with Allen noting that his company is
“working to achieve streaming strategies much faster than the year before.”

From HYBE’s merger with Scooter
Braun’s Ithaca Holdings to Reservoir
Media Management’s acquisition of
Tommy Boy Music, Alter made more
than $1 billion worth of deals in just
18 months. When Alter represented
Influence Media in acquiring Julia
Michaels’ catalog, the artist, manager
and attorneys were all women.
Landslide: Representing Primary
Wave in acquiring a stake in Stevie
Nicks’ catalog was a recent highlight. “This deal was particularly
noteworthy not only because it has
become emblematic of the new wave
of acquisitions of the rights of legacy
artists … but also because of the personal resonance I have for the music
of Stevie Nicks and the legendary
Fleetwood Mac.”

Founder, Chairman, CEO

Founding Partner

Ara, Imp and Steinberg have been
executing cutting-edge deals at the
increasingly lucrative nexus of entertainment and tech. In 2021, the trio
worked as a team advising TikTok
on the launch of its first-ever NFT
collection, while Ara and Steinberg
repped South Korean VOD platform
Coupang Play in its deal with the
NFL to stream all the league’s games
through 2023, as well as its pact to
carry a live concert by Coldplay. Ara
also led the cross-border legal team
advising ZASH Global Media and
Entertainment Corp. on its acquisition of social video platform Lomotif, Apple TV Plus in the expansion of
its production footprint and Korean
video game maker Smilegate Holdings and esports company Vindex
in their respective investment and
expansion initiatives.
Vast opportunities: “When we talk
about the metaverse and Web3, I see
that as nothing but green fields for
entertainment lawyers because everything in the metaverse somebody has
to create,” says Ara.

Allen: Michael Bezjian; Ara: Dennis Trantham; Imp: Christian Seel; Steinberg: Larry Lettera

DLA Piper

©2021 Allen Media Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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Co-Presidents/Co-Managing Partners
Jackoway Austen Tyerman
Wertheimer Mandelbaum Morris
Bernstein Trattner & Klein

Austen and Mandelbaum co-manage
one of the world’s largest boutique
talent firms. Austen reps a wide
range of multi-hyphenate talent,
including Jonah Hill, Jude Law, Dave
Bautista and Octavia Spencer. They
recently structured a deal for “Super
Pumped,” a new Showtime series
from “Billions” creators Brian Koppelman and David Levien that stars
client Joseph Gordon-Levitt. Mandelbaum sold Michael Patrick King’s

“Sex and the City” update, “And Just
Like That,” to HBO Max; got “Criminal
Minds” creator Jeff Davis a two-series deal with Paramount Plus; and
landed British creator Jed Mercurio
(“Line of Duty”) a Disney deal to create series for the U.S. market.
Flexibility = productivity: “I don’t
know any company that’s going to be
rigid about how people work going
forward,” Mandelbaum says. “Some
people feel they’re more productive
working at home. … People report
that they’re working even longer
hours, so they’re taking their commute time, and making that into
work time.”

Paul Bernstein

Partner, Entertainment & Media Group

Christopher O’Brien

Entertainment & Media Partner; Co-Founder &
Co-Chair, Blockchain & Digital Currencies Group

Jim Nelson

Partner; Co-Chair, Technology, Media,
& Commercial Group
Venable

The team at law firm Venable sees its
practice as a one-stop shop for actors,
writers, producers, directors, athletes

and content providers who want to
expand their entrepreneurial endeavors, including NBA star Stephen Curry,
whose Unanimous Media production
company Bernstein and Nelson rep
in corporate and intellectual property matters. The firm is also on the
cutting edge with its blockchain and
digital currencies practice, headed
by O’Brien, which closed numerous
NFT deals for talent and crypto platforms. O’Brien also repped Paradigm
Talent Agency in the sale of its North
American music booking business to
Wasserman Media Group in March.
Personal brands: “The world is much
more interesting now because people
have these personal brands that can
be used in all kinds of different areas,”
says Bernstein, who also teamed with
Nelson to handle Monty Hall Enterprises and Hatos Prods.’ sale of its
iconic property “Let’s Make a Deal” to
Marcus Lemonis and Nancy Glass.

Bernstein, O’Brien, Nelson: Eli Meir Kaplan (3)

Karl Austen,
Jamie Mandelbaum

12.08.2021
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Aryeh Bourkoff

CEO

LionTree

Dan Black

Gordon M. Bobb

Greenberg Traurig

Del Shaw Moonves Tanaka
Finkelstein & Lezcano

Vice Chairman, Global Entertainment & Media
Practice

Black’s role as an influential, go-to
adviser to the upper echelon of industry leaders exemplifies what today’s
consigliore must be. Entertainment
and toy company Spin Master retained
the attorney as lead counsel for its
expansion into creating motion picture, television and digital content
based on their expanding vault of IP,
while Bill Gates and his Gates Ventures
engaged him for expertise related to
content creation. He also works with
“Halo” video game developer Bungie.
A new world: “Digital platforms, both
domestically and globally, are becoming more important than ever, which
has called for significant shifts in dealmaking requirements, strategies and
expectations,” says Black.

Partner

Bobb’s clients include Ava DuVernay,
David Oyelowo, Lena Waithe and a
host of other creatives. He helped
Waithe’s company, Hillman Grad,
expand its reach with a record label
deal with Def Jam Records and a book
imprint deal with Zando Publishing.
No matter the client, Bobb says adding platforms and verticals will help
get their stories, messages and music
to wider audiences.
Why it matters: “Other deals were
great, but they were more traditional deals,” Bobb says. “These two
[for Hillman Grad] are kind of outside
my main wheelhouse, but represent
a real opportunity to further impact
those communities.”

Jason Blum
CEO, Founder
Blumhouse

Charles Layton
President

Blumhouse Prods.

Chris McCumber

President

Blumhouse Television

The trio haunting the executive suites
of Hollywood’s preeminent horror
factory scared up some impressive
deals, most notably Blumhouse’s

Bourkoff and his boutique investment firm solidified their position as
the A-list bankers for the media elite
by being at the center of the year’s
most notable M&A transactions: WarnerMedia-Discovery, Amazon-MGM
and HYBE-Ithaca Holdings. Each deal
marked a milestone for the entertainment business. With AT&T’s spinoff
of WarnerMedia into a joint venture
with Discovery, Bourkoff had the tall
order of persuading legendary investor John Malone and other longtime
Discovery shareholders to clear a
path for a deal by giving up their
preferred voting shares. Bourkoff
persuaded these barons to trade in
beneficial voting rights for the sake
of getting the deal done — and for
giving the successor entity an easier
path to a future sale. Amazon’s $8.45
billion acquisition of MGM, on the
other hand, is the deal that many in
Hollywood and Silicon Valley never
thought they’d see. It marks the first
major investment in old Hollywood
studio assets by a new media giant.
Three’s the charm: LionTree’s third
head-turner of 2021 was the surprise
$1 billion sale of music mogul Scooter
Braun’s Ithaca Holdings to the Korean
HYBE conglomerate. The deal brings
Justin Bieber, Ariana Grande, Big
Machine Label Group and more under
the same roof as HYBE’s BTS — while
affirming South Korea’s emergence as
an entertainment powerhouse.

pact with Universal and Morgan
Creek Prods. to produce a trilogy
of sequels to “The Exorcist,” with a
reported price tag of $400 million,
spearheaded by Blum and Layton.
McCumber, who joined in November 2020, was instrumental in crafting
an agreement with WWE to develop
scripted series “The United States
vs. Vince McMahon” and a deal with
ITV America to produce a slate of
unscripted series, including the com-

Chris Brearton
COO, MGM

Kevin Ulrich
CEO & Founder

Barclay Macon

Managing Director

Anchorage Capital Group

In a year of titanic deals, perhaps the
one that sent the biggest shock waves
through Hollywood was Amazon’s
proposed $8.45 billion buy of MGM,
placing the James Bond franchise and
classic film properties under the tech
behemoth. Brearton, the primary
negotiator, was supported by chief
general counsel Lesley Freeman.
Ulrich and Macon participated from
Anchorage, MGM’s largest shareholder. Also involved: LionTree and
Morgan Stanley.
Teamwork prevails: “Concluding
arrangements of this kind is challenging even in the best of times,”
says Brearton. “The global pandemic
has created obstacles and complexities to dealmaking unique to the
present day. It was the extraordinary
group at MGM, from the management team, to our incredible board,
to our thoughtful financial and legal
advisers, that worked tirelessly and
maintained focus to make this happen. It was a team effort unlike any I
have ever seen.”

petition shows “Escape the Maze” and
“Celebrity Castle” (working titles), a
reimagining of ITV’s long-running
international franchise “I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here,” set in a
haunted house.
Horror across genres: Blum calls the
latter a “no-brainer. It takes our expertise in television and melds it with our
horror movie making magic experience into the perfect Blumhouse
unscripted project.”

No Time to Die: Nicola Dove/MGM; Black: Dennis Trantham; Bourkoff: Michael Priest

James Bond (played
by Daniel Craig) in
“No Time to Die,”
one of the MGM
franchises Amazon
bought with it
purchase of the
Hollywood studio
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Nancy Bruington,
Kenneth Deutsch, Rick Offsay,
Jonathan West
Partners

Latham & Watkins

Attorneys Bruington and Offsay
advised Skydance Media closing a
$1 billion credit facility. Bruington
helped events organizer Crossroads
Live secure loan financing. Deutsch
and Bruington counseled New Repub-

lic Pictures on its Paramount film
slate financing. Deutsch advised the
formation of personal management
company M88. Deutsch’s other clients
include A24, Anonymous Content
(shared with Bruington) and Revolution Studios. Offsay worked for Illumination Entertainment in co-financing/
distribution of animated Super Mario
Bros. movie and Silver Lake Partners
on its minority investment in Ambassador Theatre Group. West advised
Scooter Braun-led Ithaca Holdings
in its $1 billion sale to South Korea’s
HYBE, Ryan Seacrest for his iHeart
Media contract extension and the cast
of “Friends” on collectible merchandise for a TV anniversary special.
Busy year: Other firm clients include
Eldridge Industries, KKR and Beyoncé’s Parkwood Entertainment, Warner Bros., Byron Allen’s Entertainment
Studios, Endeavor, Platform One
Media and Univision.
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Todd Burach

Senior VP, Sports & Entertainment

Charles Frazier, Boris Gluzberg
Senior VPs; Team Leaders, Sports &
Entertainment
City National Bank

When sports and entertainment took
a serious pause during the pandemic,
this group was able to execute strategies that kept clients in business. Frazier secured nearly $20 million in PPP

loans for clients, preserving the jobs of
thousands of crewmembers and support staff in the sports, commercial
production and entertainment industries. Gluzberg brought in a top business
management firm to sign a deal for use
of AgilLink — the cloud-based accounting and bill payment platform, resulting in $2 million in new revenue for the
bank. Burach, a leading private banker
in the sports arena, provides banking
services to three of the top 20 picks in
the 2021 NFL draft and his clients signed
more than $1 billion in new contracts
during the 2021 free-agency period.
Staying focused: “The pandemic
brought hardship to the sports and
entertainment industries so it was
critical for us to maintain communication during those times,” says Frazier.
“It required us to put our arms around
our clients and tell them that this was
temporary and we still focused on executing plans.”

We congratulate our
clients, colleagues and
friends recognized in
Variety’s 2021 Dealmakers
Impact Report,

LOS ANGELES
NEW YORK
CHICAGO
NASHVILLE

WASHINGTON, DC
SAN FRANCISCO
BEIJING
HONG KONG

loeb.com

Bruington: Gittings P hotography

including our partners
Steve Hurdle,
Arash Khalili and
Debbie White.

is honored to be listed among
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Elsa Ramo

Michelle Chang

Chad Russo

Zev Raben

310.284.3494
www.ramolawpc.com
Beverly Hills | New York
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Joseph Calabrese

Partner; Global Chair Entertainment,
Sports & Media
Latham & Watkins

Calabrese advises the Intl. Olympic
Committee on TV rights and sponsorship deals; South Korea’s JTBC Studios
purchase of a majority of Hollywood
producer Wiip; and Chris Meledandri
and his animation house Illumination
Entertainment for co-financing and

distribution. Other clients include Warner Bros., A24 Films, Hollywood Foreign Press Assn., Skydance Media and
World Surf League/Kelly Slater Wave.
Plugged in: Calabrese finds the mantra that content is king now extends
worldwide, as streamers spawn nonEnglish-language hits. “It’s increasingly important to have eyes, ears and
feet on the ground in international
territories.”

12.08.2021

Chris Chatham
Founding Partner

Chatham Law Group

With deep experience in TV dealmaking, Chatham closed deals for more
than 800 episodes of syndicated television produced for the 2021-22 season
involving talent contract negotiations
across over 300 affiliates in 220 markets for shows with an aggregate budget more than $150 million.

It’s increasingly important to have eyes, ears and feet on the
ground in international territories.”— Joseph Calabrese

Feeling good about the deal: “I come
from the perspective that the other
side has to feel they’ve won and
also compromised,” says Chatham,
who led negotiations involving FX,
Netflix, Searchlight and CBS. “Otherwise, you’re never going to do the
deal because their team will say they
should walk away.”

Untitled-26 1
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Victoria Cook provided
legal support for
documentary “John Lewis:
Good Trouble.”

Marcie Cleary, Victoria Cook,
Hayden Goldblatt,
Andrew Hurwitz
Partners

Frankfurt Kurnit Klein & Selz

Cleary repped just-retired NBA player
J.J. Redick and his ThreeFourTwo
productions in negotiations for podcast “The Old Man and the Three,”
and Jamie Granet Bederman’s deal
to become showrunner for “The

Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon.” Cook provided legal support
for documentaries “John Lewis:
Good Trouble” and “All In: The Fight
for Democracy,” a film about Stacey
Abrams co-directed by Cook client
Liz Garbus. Goldblatt, who reps producers and financiers, negotiated
distribution deals worth more than
$110 million in the past year, advised
clients on risk management strategies during COVID-19 production
delays. Hurwitz, adviser to a broad
range of clients, negotiated James
Gunn’s deal to write, direct and exec
produce series “Peacemaker” for
HBO Max and Phil Johnston’s deals
for directing and showrunning on
multiple series based on Roald Dahl
books for Netflix.
Wider net: “Companies are looking
for creators of color and women creators more now,” says Cook. “There’s
real interest in their voices.”

Brad S. Cohen
Partner

Jeffer Mangels Butler & Mitchell

In recent months, Cohen has been busy
cutting eight- and nine-figure music
publishing and royalty catalog deals

for big-name artists totaling more
than a billion dollars. Over the course
of his career, the attorney has repped
everyone and everything from two U.S.
presidents (including Ronald Reagan)
to current client Grateful Dead Prods.,
and offered business and tax advice
for corporate transactions spanning
movies, TV, media, sports and tech.
Deal complexity: “Music has the
most complicated income stream,
and the law is not as clear as it could
or should be.”

Cowan, DeBaets, Abrahams & Sheppard LLP

VARIETY’S 2021 DEALMAKERS
BRIANA C. HILL & SIMON N. PULMAN

for negotiating deals that keep our clients at the forefront of the Entertainment Industry.
CDAS is a leading entertainment and media law firm, with offices in New York and Los Angeles.
41 Madison Avenue | New York | 212.974.7474

www.cdas.com

9454 Wilshire Blvd. | Los Angeles | 310.340.6334

Cleary: Rashmi Gill; John Lewis: Good Trouble: Tom Lankford/Birmingham News/Magnolia Pictures
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Phil Daniels
Partner

Ginsburg Daniels Kallis

While Daniels isn’t at liberty to discuss
all his accomplishments, he enjoys
working on boundary-crossing deals
including the one that brought digital-native talent the Try Guys to Food
Network. Because Daniels understands the nuances and intricacies of
the digital and pre-digital worlds, he’s

pioneering ways that traditional and
nontraditional Hollywood businesses
can clear the legal hurdles involved in
merging those worlds.
Graphic detail: “I describe my practice
as being like a Venn diagram: I sit at the
intersection of content, talent, brands,
platforms and technologies,” Daniels
says. “I know how to navigate all those
areas in order to put together a deal
that makes sense for the client.”

Robert Darwell
Partner

Aaron Campbell
Special Counsel

Sheppard Mullin

Darwell and Campbell both advised
for Amazon in its $8.45 billion pending MGM buy, supported Amazon
Studios’ acquisition of Cannes
player “Annette,” advised streamer
Peacock on acquisitions, and worked

for Hemisphere Media acquiring the
remaining 75% of streamer Pantaya
as well as its content relationships.
Darwell advises Disney Television
Animation, including on new series
“Monsters at Work.”
Long-term relationships: Darwell
sees celebrities monetizing their fame
by taking equity ownership stakes as
ambassadors for consumer brands
instead of simply being short-term
brand presenters for fixed fees. Top
gigs before could involve millions of
dollars in pay “but now we’re talking
about the potential of making hundreds of millions of dollars,” with
deeper and longer brand associations
paid in company stock.

Companies are looking for creators of color and women creators more now.
There’s a real interest in their voices.”— Victoria Cook.

Congratulations to our
Media and Entertainment team
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Gutter Credit
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Tom Ara

Robert Sherman

Katherine Imp

Alex Steinberg

DLA Piper proudly applauds our colleagues for
their selection as Variety’s 2021 Dealmakers
Impact honorees.
dlapiper.com
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Partner, Mergers & Acquisitions
Paul, Weiss

New York-based Deckelbaum advises
media conglomerate Advance
Publications on its major stake in
Discovery that pursues its blockbuster acquisition of WarnerMedia. He also reps private equity TPG

Chris DeWolfe
Founder, CEO

Josh Yguado
Co-Founder, COO

Jae Yu
CFO

Rob Zakari

[The Ludia acquisition] showed that the
momentum and continued growth of our industry
… didn’t slow down.” — Rob Zakari

Exec VP, Corporate Development & General
Counsel
Jam City

A series of strategic deals helped Jam
City surpass $3 billion in all-time
gross revenue, including a $350 million fundraise — Jam City’s largest to
date — and the $165 million acquisition of Quebec-based mobile gaming
studio Ludia from Fremantle, adding
about 400 more employees to Jam
City’s family, which now spans 10
offices in five countries. While titles
cannot yet be announced, Zakari says
in the next two years the company
plans to release four new games tied
to major IP, including some that originated with Ludia.
Decisive move: “[The Ludia acquisition] showed that the momentum
and continued growth of our industry — gaming, and mobile gaming
specifically — didn’t slow down,”
Zakari says. “Where there was a lot
of uncertainty, Jam City moved forward, very decisively with the fundraising round.”

Deckelbaum: Taylor Hooper P hotography; Zakari: Kathy Schuh/Schuh Box P hotos

Ariel Deckelbaum

Partners restructuring its portfolio
company Cirque du Soleil Entertainment. Other clients include
Imagine Entertainment, Legendary Entertainment, “South Park”
creators’ Park County and Canada’s
Shaw Communications.
Broader strategy: While companies
in other industries break up for a narrower focus, Deckelbaum notes that
the opposite is trending in media/
entertainment. Players bulk up and
often seek to expand into adjacent
businesses in the tumult of the digital
revolution. “We’re still in the sandstorm,” he says.
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C ONGRATULATES

E.BRIAN
DOBBINS
ON BEING HONORED IN VARIETY ’S

2021 DEALMAKERS IMPACT REPORT
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E. Brian Dobbins’
clients Anthony
Anderson and
Tracee Ellis Ross star
in “Black-ish,” for
which Dobbins is an
exec producer.

Founder, CEO

Richard Gray

Managing Director

ACF Investment Bank

International appeal: Dey says the
pandemic spurred unprecedented
audience interest in international programs. “ ‘Squid Games’ is a good example of that, how its popularity has kind
of gone right around the planet for a
Korean producer. I feel the same about
a lot of European content. Now people are watching shows quite happily
with subtitles, and they’re happy to
see something where they don’t really
know what’s going to happen next.”

My job as a manager is
to have a connection
to my clients that is
unique and distinctive
from their agents.”
—E. Brian Dobbins

E. Brian Dobbins
Co-President
Artists First

Dobbins, a manager/literary manager
for more than two decades, has an
impressive talent roster that includes
Anthony Anderson, Kenya Barris,
John M. Chu, Niecy Nash, Tracy Oliver and Tracee Ellis Ross. His executive
producer credits include “Black-ish,”
and he recently helped secure a deal
for Barris to write, direct and produce
a Richard Pryor biopic for MGM.
Leadership: “My job as a manager is
to have a connection to my clients that
is unique and distinctive from their
agents,” Dobbins says.

FROM TOP LITIGATOR TO
VARIETY’S IMPACT LAWYER OF THE YEAR
V
2019 AND NOW TOP DEAL MAKER,

CONGRATULATIONS
GERAGOS & GERAGOS PARTNER

BEN
MEISELAS
FOR YOUR RECOGNITION ON THIS YEAR’S
F

VARIETY’S
DEALMAKER IMPACT REPORT.

Black-ish: Richard Cartwright/ABC

Thomas Dey

Having been colleagues for about
20 years, Dey and Gray are behind
many of the biggest deals involving
TV company acquisitions. This year,
Gray served as investment banker
for Tribeca Enterprises and Lupa Systems’ acquisition of M ss ng P eces,
while the duo collaborated on Left/
Right Prods.’ renewal deal with Red
Arrow Studios and oversaw the sale
of 12 Nordic Entertainment Group
companies to Fremantle.

12.08.2021

Congratulations on this very-meaningful
acknowledgement.

DEALMAKERS
IMPACT HONOREE
It is truly deserved and we here at the firm
truly appreciate and love you.
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Morgan Earnest

David Eisman

Los Angeles Media Fund

Glen Mastroberte

LAMF functions as George Soros’ family office for media, entertainment
and sports investments, with Earnest
working closely with co-CEOs Jeffrey Soros and Simon Horsman. The
org’s investments include projects
for feature films, scripted television,
documentaries/docuseries, Broadway
productions and live events. Earnest
oversees those investments while
also managing operations, finance
and strategy.
Engagement above all: The ongoing effects of COVID have altered

Partner, Global Head of Entertainment Group
Counsel
Kenya Barris’ (above) BET deal was guided by
David Eisman and Glen Mastroberte.

the way Earnest conducts business:
“The pandemic forced companies to
innovate, and accelerated the adoption of e-commerce in order to build
direct relationships with consumers,”
he says. “That shift currently manifests in the increasing importance
of subscriber growth and each platform’s ability to engage and retain
those subscribers.”

Craig
Emanuel

Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom

While Eisman is global head of Skadden’s entertainment group and
co-heads the firm’s L.A. corporate
practice, Mastroberte serves as senior
entertainment counsel. Together
they make buzzworthy high-stakes
deals for clients in music, film and
television, including deals that promote diverse content and support
minority-led productions, like director-producer Kenya Barris’ agreement to form a new BET-branded

David
Hernand

Erik
Hyman

production studio with ViacomCBS.
Music to their ears: “Music label and
catalog deals have been very active
during the past year, driven in part by
continued strong streaming demand
and high trading multiples of major
labels such as Warner and Universal,”
Eisman says. “Our representation
of Alamo Records in its sale to Sony
Music, and Shamrock Capital in the
purchase of rights to Taylor Swift’s
music catalog, were examples of both
strategy and private equity taking bets
that the market will continue to grow.”

Mickey
Mayerson

Susan
Williams

As the media and entertainment landscape continues to evolve, new entrants and industry veterans alike
count on a team of savvy advisors and industry experts to help them navigate new paths to growth.

Congratulations to our partners Craig Emanuel, David Hernand,
Erik Hyman, Mickey Mayerson and Susan Williams for being
recognized in Variety’s 2021 Dealmakers Impact Report. We applaud
all of this year’s honorees.

Barris: Richard Shotwell/Invision/AP Images; Mastroberte: Leslie Barton

COO

Congratulations to our

Variety Dealmakers Impact honorees

Darrell D. Miller
Marc H. Simon

TV & Film | Digital Media | Music | Theater | Sports

Entertainment & Sports Law. Coast to Coast.

®

Attorney Advertising
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success, so employment contracts
need to address any potential switcheroo from theatrical to streaming.
“You have to make sure your clients
are getting paid properly however the
movie is released, no matter what the
studio promises.”

Matt Galsor

Partner, Head of Entertainment

Partner

Willkie Farr & Gallagher

Craig Emanuel

Partner; Chair, Entertainment & Media (Global)

David Hernand
Partner

Erik Hyman

Partner; Chair, Entertainment & Media
(Century City)

Mickey Mayerson, Susan Williams
Partners; Co-Chairs, Entertainment & Media
Finance
Paul Hastings

Attorney Emanuel advises Ryan
Murphy on his ongoing Netflix deal;
Anthony Bregman and Likely Story
for theatrical “In the Heights” simultaneously on HBO Max; and Susan
Montford, Don Murphy and Angry
Films for Legendary Television’s
adaptation of “Buck Rogers.” Hernand worked for advisers in MGM’s
proposed sale to Amazon, South
Korea’s HYBE taking a major stake
in Scooter Braun’s Ithaca Holdings
and Celebrands raising $120 million.
Hyman counsels multihyphenate Jac
Schaeffer in her three-year deal with
Marvel Studios/Fox, actor Anthony
Ramos for an upcoming “Transformers” from Paramount and financier-producer New Slate Ventures
(Magic Johnson doc series). Mayerson advises SpottedRisk in designing landmark COVID insurance
policy and also an investor alleging
securities fraud over movies claiming to have distribution contracts.
Williams advises Comerica Bank in
Hollywood lending, MidCap Financial
for Chicken Soup financing an acquisition and Vine Alternative Investments getting a EuropaCorp majority
stake and a film library transaction.
Protecting the backend: Hyman says
movie talent deserves bonuses for

Epstein was a busy dealmaker even
before departing Venable to help
launch Willkie’s L.A. office. He handles confidential transactional and
tax matters for corporate clients and
talent. Among deals he can disclose:
repping Spyglass Media Group in
selling 200-plus feature film titles to
Lionsgate, and handling the sale of
Ryan Reynolds’ Maximum Effort Marketing to Mountain Digital.
Remotely frustrating: “There is
huge value to being in the room,
where you can look opposing counsel in the eye and read the pulse of
the situation more accurately. I also
missed the human interactions
with my colleagues and the many
friends in the industry with whom I
work regularly.”

Ryan Webb advised
Marc Butan on
the sale of drama
“Worth,” starring
Michael Keaton
(left) and Stanley
Tucci, to Netflix.

Sally James
Partner

Ryan Webb, Brandon Milostan
Associates

Greenberg Glusker

Galsor advised the Russo brothers on
their big-budget Netflix movie “The
Gray Man” and separately on Universal’s “The Electric State.” The attorney’s
other clients include Vin Diesel for a
multipronged video game deal, James
Cameron and David Fincher. James
worked for Chris Hemsworth on his
Hugo Boss clothing line and a fitness
app; Larry Kasdan for remaking/
re-imagining “The Bodyguard”; and
XR Studios producing extended-reality content for Billie Eilish’s streamed
concert. Webb advises Michael Mendelsohn’s Patriot Pictures (Nicolas
Cage in “Prisoners of the Ghostland”),
Marc Butan selling film drama “Worth”
to Netflix and Barstool Sports’ reality TV series starring Deion Sanders.

There is huge value
to being in the room,
where you can look
opposing counsel in the
eye and read the pulse
of the situation more
accurately.”
—Alan Epstein

Emanuel, Hernand, Mayerson, Williams: Bob Long (4); Webb: Raffi Alexander; Worth: Monika Lek/Netflix

Alan Epstein

Milostan counseled Univision launching its AVOD platform Toric Films on
slate funding and, with Galsor, Tom
Cruise for deals for future “Mission:
Impossible” movies.
Schism to bridge: Galsor notes that
Hollywood talent and employers
no longer share common financial
interest on film collaborations. Hollywood companies owning streaming
platforms alone benefit from subscriber growth and follow-on impact
on stock price. That “creates a lot of
serious issues that are difficult to
‘contract’ around, at least right now,”
he says, though he expects some new
formula to eventually emerge.

Congratulations to All of Variety’s
Top Dealmakers, Including Our Own

Paul Bernstein
Jim Nelson
Chris O’Brien

Venable’s corporate dealmakers are
XVYWXIHEHZMWSVWXSGIPIFVMXMIWMRŷYIRGIVW
producers, executives, and others in the
entertainment industry who seek to build
brands, create content, and monetize
intellectual property. Our Los Angeles
attorneys provide the full array of support
services to our entertainment clients,
including tax, employment, trademark,
litigation, real estate, and wealth planning.

CA | DC | DE | IL | MD | NY | VA
2049 Century Park East, Los Angeles, CA | Attorney advertising.
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Michael Gendler, Kevin Kelly

It’s critical in this
market for talent
representatives to
thoughtfully strategize
and plan how to maximize
leverage in order to
secure the best creative
and financial terms.”
— Michael Gendler

Lev Ginsburg, Grace Kallis

Partners

Partners

Gendler & Kelly

Ginsburg Daniels Kallis

Gendler & Kelly negotiated a fiveyear deal extension for Shonda
Rhimes at Netflix and a four-year
extension at CBS-Viacom for Alex
Kurtzman. They also handled Miles
Millar and Alfred Gough’s creation
and showrunning pact for MGM/
Netflix series “Wednesday Addams,”
and repped showrunner John Hoffman, who co-created client Steve
Martin’s new hit Hulu series “Only
Murders in the Building.” Business
remained robust and “not a single
employee was laid off, suspended or

had their hours reduced during the
pandemic,” says Kelly.
Maximizing talent leverage: In 2021,
“consolidation at the studio, exhibition and distribution level translated
into fewer buyers, less competition
and the conglomerates comparing and then aligning deal parameters,” says Gendler. “It’s critical in
this market for talent representatives to thoughtfully strategize and
plan how to maximize leverage in
order to secure the best creative and
financial terms.”

Ginsburg works closely with “Dune”
star Timothée Chalamet, who has a
supporting roles in Adam McKay’s
Netflix comedy “Don’t Look Up,” and
Luca Guadagnino’s new romantic
horror film, “Bones and All.” As a
team, Ginsburg and Kallis co-represent Oscar-nominee LaKeith Stanfield (“Judas and the Black Messiah”)
and renegotiated his contract on FX
series “Atlanta.”
Transition to streaming: The changing film landscape has played a big
part in their recent business. “A num-

ber of us worked through some challenging issues in 2021, including talent
compensation for movies that ended
up with day and date releases,” says
Ginsburg. “There’s more work to be
done, but we’re ending the year with
fewer questions than when it started.”

Latham & Watkins congratulates all the 2021 Variety Dealmakers
including our colleagues:

Justin Hamill

Nancy Bruington
Century City

Libby Savill

New York

Global Chair

Ken Deutsch
Century City

London

5LFN2ႇVD\
Century City

Jonathan West
Century City

Follow us:
LW.com

Kallis: Mandee Johnson

Joseph Calabrese
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André Des Rochers,
Damien Granderson
Founding Partners

Elizabeth Moody

Senior Partner/Chair of New Media Practice

Josh Sandler
Partner

Granderson Des Rochers

Although each partner of this law firm
has a specialty and separate client roster, they also form a powerful team.

Des Rochers handles film and TV deals,
Granderson reps music talent, Moody
specializes in the new media and tech,
while Sandler focuses on comedy. Des
Rochers singled out his directing deals
for Reinaldo Marcus Green (“King
Richard”) and lucrative first-look deal
for Barry Jenkins’ “Pastel” with HBO
and A24 as highlights of the past year;
Granderson — who reps H.E.R., Nicki
Minaj and Kanye West, among others—handled a licensing deal allowing numerous artists to be featured on
West’s album “Donda”; Moody struck
a partnership for electronic dance
music NFT platform RCRDSHP and a
licensing deal between Triller and the
National Music Publishers Assn.; Sandler cemented a deal to adapt Phoebe
Robinson’s book “Everything’s Trash”
into as series she’ll executive produce
and star in.
Dream team: “I was on a call with a
live-streaming partner that’s really

We salute
you.
Manatt is pleased to congratulate our Partner

AD
9X6

Ned Sherman
GutterWarner
Dune:
Credit Bros./Legendary Pictures

for being recognized on Variety’s 2021 Dealmakers
Impact Report.

Manatt, Phelps & Phillips, LLP

manatt.com

doing some cool and innovative
things and connected him with a
company Damien’s been working
with,” Moody says. “It’s fun for us to
connect clients together.”

Lev Ginsburg reps Timothée Chalamet,
recently starring in “Dune.”

146 ● F O C U S ● D E A L M A K E RS I M PACT R E P O RT

Partner; Vice Chair Entertainment, Sports &
Media Industry Group
Latham & Watkins

For Endeavor, Hamill worked the $1.2
billion acquisition of OpenBet, and
buyout of minority partners in Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC).
The attorney advised private-equity
Silver Lake investing in analytics Pro
Football Focus and Ambassador Theatre Group. In music, Hamill advised
private-equity KKR purchasing $1 billion-plus in music assets from Kobalt
Capital, investing in the OneRepublic
music catalog for $200 million and
creating a BMG joint venture.
New participants: “Opportunities
to build scale and roll up a series of
adjacent businesses are attractive to
investors,” he says.

Briana Hill, Simon Pulman

Mike Hill

Neil Jacobson

Cowan, DeBaets, Abrahams & Sheppard

Covington & Burling

Hallwood Media

Despite working on opposite coasts,
Hill and Pulman are a true team. Both
are fascinated by how rapidly technology is changing the entertainment
industry and creating new opportunities to merge video games and podcasts with more traditional media.
Hill brokered deals with Lena Waithe
and Gillian Flynn for Molly Stern’s
new publishing company, Zando,
while Pulman negotiated multiple
rights deals for Blumhouse’s “The
Battersea Poltergeist” podcast.
Future proofing: “You can’t just be a
film lawyer or TV lawyer or video game
lawyer anymore,” Hill says. “There’s a lot
of overlap between industries, so the
ability to be aware of how things are
changing, and of the possible pitfalls
and benefits, is really important.”

Hill spends considerable time advising sports leagues and networks
about COVID-19’s impact on media
rights and distribution deals, while
also representing the Chicago Cubs,
the Portland Trailblazers and the
PGA, among others. He says representing the NFL in media distribution
agreements with Amazon, CBS, ESPN/
ABC, Fox and NBC proved to be his
biggest deal across all metrics.
Ballers: “The NFL does not renew its
media deals very often and when it
does you know they’re going to be
really important deals that will help
steer the future of the television and
now streaming industries. It was
incredibly rewarding to be a part of it.”

Jacobson’s newly founded Hallwood
Media — a management company
repping songwriters and music producers — had so much investor interest that the IPO was oversubscribed
and closed at $230 million. The former
president of Geffen Records counts
Jimmy Iovine as a mentor. Recent Hallwood highlights include David Stewart
co-writing and producing “Dynamite”
for BTS, which the company packaged.
What art is: “You have to directly
connect with your tribe,” Jacobson
says of the new media landscape
for musicians. “That comes down to
interactivity, it comes down to being
compelling and inspiring. Art is a
reflection of inspiration and it’s the
whole point of this in the first place.”

Partners; Entertainment Group Co-Chairs

Special Counsel

Founder & CEO

Julia Johnson

General Counsel; Exec VP; Head of Business &
Legal Affairs
ICM Partners

Upon joining ICM Partners in January, Johnson dove right into negotiating high-profile deals, most notably
the yet-to-be-finalized mega-merger
between ICM and CAA, news of which
never leaked before it was officially
announced. Johnson helped expand
ICM Partners’ concerts division and
played a key role ICM’s acquisition of
Select Sports Group.
Mega-merger: “We reached a deal by
focusing on how we could deliver as
much value to our clients as possible
— as we always do. The team was, and
remains, committed to professionally
tackling the task at hand with a focused
discipline to get across the finish line.”
Mike Hill represents the Chicago Cubs,
alongside other sports entities.

Hamill, Hill: Gittings P hotography (2); Pulman: Martin Bentsen/City Headshots; Jacobson: David Goldman P hoto; Cubs: Paul Beaty/AP Image
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DAN BLACK

JESS ROSEN
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We celebrate your dedication to the
entertainment industry and your clients.
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Chair, Entertainment,
Media and Sports Practice

Carolyn Hunt, Rebekah Prince,
Bryan Thompson
Partners

Barnes & Thornburg

Karlov reps Bob Dylan for music and
his branded bourbon, and T Bone
Burnett, John Fogerty and Rufus
Wainwright for their business and

Jason Karlov’s clients include Rufus Wainwright (above), Bob Dylan and T Bone Burnett.

represents Yahoo, Fox, Twitch, boxing’s Top Rank and footballer Peyton
Manning’s Omaha Prods.
Indie power: While major players
attract most attention in the music

investment boom, Karlov roots for
the indies to get their share because
they have always “done the things that
grew the industry, drive the art,” and
spark creativity.

Karlov, Hunt, Prince, Thompson: Gittings P hotography (4); Wainwright: z/KGC-138/STAR MAX/IPx 2021/AP Images

Jason Karlov

personal legal matters. The attorney
also advises the Grateful Dead Music
Publishing and the NFL in music activities such as half-time shows. Hunt
focuses on entertainment capital,
production financing and film/TV distribution. She advises City National
Bank, East West Bank, Bank Hapoalim, MUFG Bank and Natixis Coficiné. Other clients include Bay Point
Capital and Convergent Media Capital,
with colleague Stephen Weizenecker.
Handling celebrity endorsements,
athletes, media, fitness/hospitality
and licensing deals, Prince advises
basketball’s Russell Westbrook in
IP matters, including his Nike/Jordan co-branded apparel and equity
investment/services deals; WNBA
star/broadcaster Candace Parker in
IP and corporate matters; and No. 2
overall pick in the 2021 NBA draft Jalen
Green. Working content deals for digital and traditional media, Thompson
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Edward Kaufman
General Counsel
Pocket.watch

Pocket.watch is the kids and family
entertainment company behind
some of the biggest YouTube creator-led franchises, including “Ryan’s
World” and “Love, Diana.” The company’s content is seen in more than
80 territories and syndicated across
41 platforms, including OTT outlets
Hulu, Amazon Prime, Paramount Plus

and Peacock. Kaufman has negotiated agreements on behalf of the
Internet’s most influential creators
for young consumers while also
delivering diverse programming that
helps to amplify Black voices.
Spreading inclusiveness: “This past
year, we worked closely with Google
in licensing ‘Onyx Family Dinner’ to
YouTube Originals, in support of
the #YouTubeBlack Voices Fund,”
says Kaufman.

Allison Kaye

Partner and President

Jennifer McDaniels
General Manager

Scooter Braun Projects

Over the past 18 months, Kaye and
McDaniels made deals that pushed
Scooter Braun Projects forward
despite pandemic challenges. Kaye was
the architect behind Justin Bieber and
the Kid Laroi’s hit song “Stay,” which
has exceeded well over 800 million

streams. McDaniels engineered the
acquisition of Scooter Braun’s Ithaca
Holdings and its subsidiaries Scooter
Braun Projects and Big Machine Label
Group by Korea’s HYBE, which closed
in April and totaled over $1 billion.
Win-win: “I think a great deal is where
everyone wins,” says McDaniels.
“We’re family with so many teams that
we partner with, which makes those
conversations constructive to the creativity and to the business.”

I think a great deal is where everyone wins.” — Jennifer McDaniels

Kaye: The Collective You; McDaniels: Milan Spellman

Congratulations to our partners,
Marcie Cleary, Victoria Cook,
Hayden Goldblatt and Andrew Hurwitz,
for their well-deserved recognition in
Variety’s Dealmakers Impact Report.

28 Liberty Street
New York, NY
(212) 980 0120

2029 Century Park East
Los Angeles, CA
(310) 579 9600

www.fkks.com
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Co-Chair, Capital Markets & Corporate;
Co-Chair, Sports

Steve Hurdle

Deputy Chair, Capital Markets & Corporate
Loeb & Loeb

Khalili advised Netflix acquiring
Night School Studio to enter the
video games sector. Khalili’s other clients include gamer-influencer Tyler
“Ninja” Blevins, Annapurna Pictures/
Annapurna Games, Carrie Underwood in her sports-drink Bodyarmor equity partnership and Dwyane
Wade buying a Utah Jazz minority
stake. Hurdle advised Element Partners’ $105 million buy of World Poker

Tour, branding agency M ss ng P eces
in its Tribeca Enterprises sale, content
producer Sister (Elisabeth Murdoch,
Jane Featherstone and Stacey Snider)
and SuperDraft receiving a Caesars
Entertainment investment.
Upheaval: Per Hurdle, “The pandemic
accelerated the embrace of online gaming instead of lottery tickets and brickand-mortar casinos,” whose declines
crimped government tax revenues.
Adds Khalili: “As a result of the evolving regulatory landscape, we are seeing
more adaptation of media content for
the creation platforms for gambling
and head-to-head game play.”

Steve H. Kram
Co-Founder, CEO

Steven E. Blume

Co-Founder, Chief Operations Officer, CFO

John M. Mass
President

Content Partners

Content Partners is a leading independent owner of major films, TV shows,
music and other entertainment IP, but
it doesn’t develop, produce or distrib-

ute anything. Instead, it acquires cash
flows and copyrights from writers,
producers, directors, actors and other
profit participants. The company was
founded in 2005 by Kram and Blume,
who had been CFOs of William Morris and Brillstein-Grey Management,
respectively. Mass, co-founder of personal management company Oasis
Media Group, joined in 2015. The firm
manages more than a billion dollars’
worth of assets, including Revolution
Studios and the CSI franchise, which
it co-owns with CBS. In June, the company purchased a controlling interest in a 127-title film library, and two
months later it acquired 27 titles with a
cumulative worldwide box office take
of more than $2.9 billion.
Growing expectations: When the
company was founded, “I thought
it would be unbelievable if we ever
spend $50 million buying these
things,” Kram says.

From the Golden Age
to the Streaming Age,
a Century of Leadership
Since the early days of Hollywood,
O’Melveny has stood at the forefront of
entertainment, sports, and media law,
advising major industry players on the
groundbreaking deals shaping showbiz.
Congratulations to the O’Melveny
dealmakers recognized by Variety for
continuing that proud tradition: partners
Amy Siegel, Bruce Tobey, Silvia Vannini,
and new lateral partner Lindsay Conner.
omm.com

Khalili, Hurdle: Gittings P hotography (2)

Arash Khalili
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Bill Prady, and writer-producers
Andrew Miller and Terri Miller (CBS’
“The Equalizer”). Feldman’s clients
include director Steven Soderbergh,
who helmed two films during the
pandemic (HBO Max’s “No Sudden
Move” and “Kimi”), and produced the
Oscar telecast under strict COVID-19
protocols. Other clients include director Barry Jenkins (Disney’s “The Lion
King” prequel), Viola Davis (Sony’s
upcoming “The Woman King”), Dev
Patel (produced-director-star of Netflix’s “Monkey Man”) and actors Kiefer
Sutherland, Dax Shepard, Lily-Rose
Depp and “Saturday Night Live” cast
member Chloe Fineman.
Demand for excellence: “As long as
you have good clients who make good
content, someone’s going to want
what they’re making,” says Feldman.

Linda Lichter
Founding Partner

James Feldman
Partner

Lichter Grossman Nichols Adler
Feldman & Clark

There’s a simple reason for the steady
stream of deals coming out Lichter
and Feldman’s West Hollywood boutique law firm. A longtime champion
of female and indie filmmakers,
Lichter has a roster that includes
directors Niki Caro, Chloé Zhao,
Marc Forster, Miguel Arteta, DGA
president Lesli Glatter and Rebecca
Miller (Netflix’s “Tiger King”), along
with “Big Bang Theory” co-creator

“Eternals” star Richard Madden talks with director Chloé Zhao, a client of Linda Lichter, on location during filming of the blockbuster.

COVERING THE WORLD OF ENTERTAINMENT, TECHNOLOGY AND ADVERTISING

Eternals: Sophie Mutevelian/Marvel Studios/Disney
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Aaron Campbell

Shaun Clark

Robert Darwell

Linda Michaelson

Alexis Robinson

David Sands

Daniel Schnapp

Aerin Snow
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Burke Magnus

Kevin Masuda, Ben Ross

ESPN

Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher

Magnus closed an impressive number
of rights deals over the past 12 months,
including a 10-year agreement with
the Southeastern Conference for football and men’s basketball for ESPN and
ABC, a 12-year agreement to continue
ESPN’s exclusive coverage of Wimbledon from 2024 through 2035, an extension of ESPN’s deal with Major League
Baseball, plus a long-term pact with
the NFL that put ESPN/ABC back in
the rotation of networks that carry
the Super Bowl and extended ESPN’s
deal to carry “Monday Night Football”
through 2033.
Efficiency: “We renewed ‘Monday
Night Football’ during COVID with a
grand total of one in-person meeting, which was astounding when you
consider how complicated that deal
is,” he says.

This deal-sealing duo complement
each other well and collaborate in
planning the strategic direction of
the media, entertainment & technology practice group. While Ross
worked on high-profile deals for
Universal Pictures and WndrCo and
helped Screenshop acquire Snapchat,
Masuda repped Square in its $297 million acquisition of a majority stake in
Jay-Z’s Tidal platform and advised
the sale of LeBron James and Arnold
Schwarzenegger’s Ladder to technology fitness platform Openfit.
Big deal for deals: On representing
Blackstone and Kevin Mayer and
Tom Staggs’ newly formed media
company in acquiring Reese Witherspoon’s Hello Sunshine, Ross says:
“A challenge in these kinds of transactions involves balancing the celebrity’s continuing relationship with
the company, including defining the
included — and excluded — activities
and services, and creating aligned
interests and meaningful incentives,
while protecting the celebrity’s brand,
vision and independence.”

Intl. President

Mike Miller

Member, Executive Board
IATSE

Carol Lombardini
President, AMPTP

Peter Rice

Chairman, Disney General Entertainment
Content

Ken Ziffren

Partner, Ziffren Brittenham

With his unit on track to produce an
unprecedented volume of TV content
in the coming years, Rice knew that
contract negotiations between IATSE
and the Alliance of Motion Picture and
Television Producers were not going
well. He also knew that no one in top
management at the conglomerates
that make up the AMPTP was paying
any attention. On the other side of the
table, IATSE leaders Loeb and Miller
knew the 2021 round of negotiations
would be tough given the changes
in the industry. For legal assistance,
they reached out to éminence grise of
industry dealmakers Ziffren. As Rice
began to engage with AMPTP president Lombardini on IATSE, Ziffren
was a welcome liaison who helped
the sides communicate effectively and
focus on key pressure points.
Eyes on the prize: Even as the public
rhetoric began to heat up and a strike
deadline loomed, the core group
never lost confidence that an agreement was in reach. The work that
kept Hollywood from going on strike
was achieved with a series of phone
calls that moved the sides ever closer
to compromise.

Partners; Co-Chairs, Media, Entertainment &
Technology Practice

Jeff Marell

Partner; Global Co-Head of Mergers &
Acquisitions
Paul, Weiss

New York-based Marell is lead counsel
to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in its $8.45
billion pending sale to Amazon. He
advised music company Reservoir
Holdings and bowling centers operator Bowlero becoming publicly traded
through mergers. Marell also repped
Hemisphere Media in acquiring the
remaining 75% stake in its Pantaya
venture for $124 million.
It’s an M&A world: Regarding the current mergers & acquisitions boom, he
sees “continued strong activity into
2022.” The driving forces are easy
credit, the streaming revolution,
the overall post-COVID economic
rebound and strong balance sheets
of strategic buyers.

ESPN’s Burke Magnus led negotiations for the
sports cabler to carry Wimbledon coverage.

Eric McGrath

M&A Partner; Co-Chair,
Global Corporate Department

Tessa Schwartz
Managing Partner

Justin Haan

Corporate Partner
Morrison & Foerster

This trio helped engineer the recent
proposed acquisition of Peter Jackson’s Weta Digital visual effects powerhouse by Unity, a leading platform for
creating and operating interactive realtime 3D content. The transaction, seen
as a major move in the burgeoning area
of virtual production, would transfer
to Unity Weta’s talent pool of 275 engineers, dozens of cutting-edge digital
tools and a library of digital assets. Per
the agreement, Unity will pay $1.625 billion for the package. Merchant bank
the Raine Group served as exclusive
financial adviser to Weta Digital.
Eye-popping visuals: “This was a special deal to work on,” says McGrath.
“The transaction paves the way
for Unity to integrate Weta Digital
tools onto their platform so that
more creators have access to Weta’s
industry-defining technology and
can leverage these tools to create
stunning new content.”

Loeb: Chris Pizzello/AP Images; Lombardini: Frank Schaefer; Rice: Walt Disney; Ziffren: Alex J. Berliner/ABImages; Magnus: Melissa Rawlins/ESPN Images; Masuda: Laurel Hungerford P hotograph;
Marell: Taylor Hooper P hotography; Wimbledon: Corinne Dubreuil/Abaca/Sipa USA/AP Images

President, Programming &
Original Content

Matthew Loeb
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publishing contract with Scholastic,
as well as the creation of his publicly
traded SPAC that raised $350 million.
Overlapping issues: Working with
Kaepernick on these deals “has created awareness around some of those
same issues I was fighting for as a litigator,” says Meiselas.

Managing Partner
Geragos & Geragos
General Counsel
Kaepernick Endeavors

Meiselas went from working as a
civil-rights attorney fighting for victims of police brutality to repping
quarterback Colin Kaepernick in
his grievance suit against the NFL
for allegedly blackballing him. That
led him to his becoming the general
counsel for Kaepernick Endeavors. In
recent months, he’s handled Kaepernick’s pact with Netflix for “Colin in
Black & White,” his first-look deal with
Disney/ESPN and his children’s book

Linda Michaelson

Partner; Leader of Corporate &
Securities Practice Group

Shaun Clark
Partner

Sheppard Mullin

[Working with Colin
Kaepernick] has created
awareness around some
of those same issues
I was fighting for as a
litigator.”— Ben Meiselas

Michaelson and Clark both advised
Lionsgate purchasing a majority
stake in the Spyglass Media film
library with a multiyear, first-look
deal and Sony Pictures Entertainment
acquiring family/faith streamer Pure
Flix. Meanwhile, Clark reps Spotify’s
podcast business, the Rare Beauty
management team partnering with
Selena Gomez for her cosmetics
line and Wevr for a virtual reality

experience based on Jon Favreau’s
“Gnomes & Goblins.”
Good deals for celebs: Clark finds
that celebrity presenter pacts these
days can pay in equity that’s “beyond
your typical cash-and-carry endorsement deal” of the past, adding that
the partner product/service wants
a grant of name/likeness; long-term
and deep celebrity involvement in
the brand; and often vests the equity
compensation over time or when
goals are achieved.

AD
9X6
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Darrell D. Miller

Schuyler “Sky” Moore, Alla
Savranskaia, Mark Muir

Partner, Founding Chair,
Entertainment & Sports Dept.

Partners

Fox Rothschild

Greenberg Glusker

Repping A-listers including Angela
Bassett, Courtney B. Vance and Chris
“Ludacris” Bridges, Miller leverages
his clients’ reach across many different platforms to generate opportunities. He recently repped the NAACP
in a multiyear deal with CBS Television Studios to develop content from
Black creators and artists.
Multitasking: “If you look at the paths
of the most successful artists, they’re
not just living off of one check or
speaking to one audience,” says Miller.

Moore advised Cross Creek Pictures for big-budget animated film
“Ladybug” at Netflix. He also repped
sellers in separate sales of digital
distributor Vertical Entertainment
and also Vancouver-based Johnson
Production Group, and owners of
VOD platform Gravitas Ventures.
With a talent-centric practice, Muir
advised producer Marc Evans for his
Netflix superhero sequel “The Old
Guard 2” and thriller “The Mother”;
filmmaker Paul Schrader; Amuse

Group USA bringing Japanese IP to
Hollywood; and talent agreements
for YouTube channel Donut Media.
Muir worked Tom Cruise’s deals
for the next two “Mission: Impossible” movies and Chris Hemsworth
film gigs, with colleague Matt Galsor. Savranskaia’s clients include
Univision launching its streaming
service, James Cameron for two
NatGeo documentaries, sci-fi novelist Ray Bradbury’s estate for film/
TV projects and Alexander Tsekalo/

Sreda Global on various matters.
Futurevision: Moore sees tectonic
shifts ahead for Hollywood with
“expansion of entertainment through
a ‘metaverse’ where people interact
wearing VR goggles, online gaming
and theaters converting to location-base VR centers. But the biggest
shift, which will turn Hollywood
upside down, will be the ground-up
creation of entire films using artificial
intelligence, which is coming sooner
than you think.”
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Jun Oh
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NFT innovations: “Trying to ensure
the legal frameworks we put in place
[for MaskVerse] could account both
for where things are, and where things
might go, presented some interesting,
but fun, challenges for our team. It
required us to be creative, balancing
practical and legal considerations.”

President, Global Business & Legal Affairs

Oh has been an essential dealmaker at
David Ellison’s Skydance Media since
joining in 2018, working now across
all company units, including film,
TV, interactive, animation and new
media. In the past year, Oh brokered
with Amazon the streaming release
of “The Tomorrow War,” starring
Chris Pratt, as well as the film’s Chinese release. Other recent projects:
a multiyear partnership between
with Apple that includes Skydance
Animation’s first two feature films,
“Luck” and “Spellbound,” plus a slate of
animated TV series; and pact to grow
the company’s deal with Concord by
teaming with Jennifer Lopez to adapt
IP based on Concord’s catalog of musicals, including works of Broadway’s
Rodgers & Hammerstein.
What comes next? “We’ve seen an
unprecedented migration of toplevel talent (both in front and behind
the camera) to streaming platforms
across both TV and feature-length
productions,” says Oh. “It will be interesting to see if this momentum continues in a post pandemic industry.”

Adrian Perry

Partner; Co-Chair, Music
Industry Practice Group
Covington & Burling

From content distribution and marketing to monetization, data collection, and licensing, Perry’s deals
reshape the future for power-player
clients in sports, film, music and
TV. He’s closed numerous megamillion-dollar deals, and especially
enjoyed helping Bing Crosby’s heirs
sell specific music, film and TV rights
to Primary Wave, and creating an NFT
collectible platform for Fox’s “The
Masked Singer,” MaskVerse.

Elsa Ramo

Founder & Managing Partner

Michelle Chang handles legal affairs for Scout Prods., which produces the multiple Emmy-winning
Netflix unscripted mega-hit series “Queer Eye.”

Michelle Chang, Chad Russo,
Zev Raben
Senior Associates
Ramo Law

This team had a huge year during
uncertain times, making, among
others, deals for STX football drama
“National Champions” and the John
Travolta-Bruce Willis action-thriller
“Paradise City.” Ramo works with the
Jim Henson Co., Ron Howard’s Imagine Entertainment and Kevin Hart’s
HartBeat Prods., while Russo is at the
forefront of first-time deals for emerging media and podcasts. Chang works
with Boardwalk Pictures (“Chef ’s
Table,” “Cheer”) and Scout Prods.
(“Queer Eye”), and independent producers such as Yale Entertainment.
Raben takes the lead on major financing deals, including $60 million for
Bondit Media Capital and over $80
million worth of independent film
financing projects.
Realistic attitude: “Our innovative
approach to representation ensures
that our clients not only produce their
content, but do it in a deal structure
that makes sense,” says Ramo, during
a time when “COVID risks cannot be
completely mitigated.”

Alexis Robinson, Daniel Schnapp

Jess Rosen

Sheppard Mullin

Greenberg Traurig

Robinson and Schnapp advised client
News Corp. on getting paid globally
by Google for its digital content, and
also client Spotify on 200 licensing
and talent agreements in the past
year. Other clients include Peloton
for licensing music, ASCAP on its
Songview venture, esports infrastructure software provider Vindex,
Swedish music rights collective STIM
and Async Art for its NFT platform.
Brand engagement: Robinson says
mainstream brands are piling into
entertainment and sports with sponsorships, events, experiential activities
and products/services tailored to specific demographics. “There’s no longer
a one-size-fits-all media strategy.”

“I always feel the need to be available,” says jazz-guitar enthusiast
Rosen, who, during the pandemic,
negotiated more than 175 deals.
The attorney has served as Kenny
Chesney’s exclusive dealmaker for
more than 20 years, with recent highlights including the negotiation of a
2022 stadium tour agreement and
renewal of No Shoes Radio on Sirius
XM. Other clients include Koe Wetzel
and Kolby Cooper.
Opportunities galore: “Since the
shutdown, there’s been increased
activity with catalog and content
sales, between royalty streams, masters and compositions,” Rosen says.
“There’s a wealth of new buyers in a
target-rich environment.”

Partners, Entertainment, Technology &
Advertising Practice

Shareholder & Co-Chair,
Atlanta Entertainment & Media Practice

Since the shutdown, there’s been increased activity with catalog and content sales,
between royalty streams, masters and compositions.” — Jess Rosen

Oh: Alex J. Berliner/ABImages; Ramo Law: Dennis Trantham (4); Queer Eye: Ryan Collerd/Netflix; Robinson: Bob Wallace; Rosen: Cliff Robinson; Perry: Gittings P hotographyv
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Bobby Rosenbloum

Chairman, Global Entertainment & Media
Practice

Rosenbloum oversees global content deals and provides strategic
counseling for Bytedance, the fastest-growing internet company in
China, and its ultra-popular TikTok
app. He worked with digital payments
company Square on the acquisition
of Tidal, and with Meta (né Facebook)
on its strategic relationships with the
recorded music industry.
Year of growth: “There’s been a tremendous explosion of virtual reality,
live stream and video streaming content over the last year, with concert
events making a comeback,” says
Rosenbloum. “It’s been one of our top
years for growth and new business,
and we hired a significant number of
new attorneys.”

Joe Russo, Anthony Russo
Founders

AGBO produced
Netflix hit actioner
“Extraction,” with
Chris Hemsworth,
and is prepping the
sequel.

tious TV productions. Coming up:
“Extraction 2,” the sequel to Netflix’s
most-watched original movie, and
perhaps the biggest theatrical greenlight in recent years, Universal’s “The
Electric State.”
World-spanning projects: “The internationalization of IP has significantly
increased viewership and attention,”
says Larocca. “This trend has been a
focus of AGBO since inception. We’ve
seen a bigger appetite from studios,
networks and streaming platforms for
‘universe’ projects, which we define as
those with a rich, expansive mythology that can engage audiences over
many years through multiple installments of film, TV and interactive/
digital productions.”

Mike Larocca
Co-Founder

Jason Bergsman
CEO

AGBO

Over the course of a 12-month period
starting in 2021, AGBO will be in production on nearly $1 billion worth
of net production budgets. Projects
include the “The Gray Man,” with
Ryan Gosling and Chris Evans, which
represents Netflix’s most significant
financial commitment to date for a
new original movie, and global spy
thriller series “Citadel,” which stands
as one of Amazon’s most ambi-

Barbara Rubin counts “Grace and Frankie” star
Martin Sheen (above) as a client.

David Sands
Partner

Aerin Snow

Libby Savill

Partner; Vice Chair, Entertainment,
Sports & Media Industry Group

Counsel

Latham & Watkins

Sheppard Mullin

When her client London-based
Moonbug Entertainment sold to
Kevin Mayer/Tom Staggs/Blackstone
in November, Savill took pride in the
deal. She advised the kids’ content
outfit that is reportedly valued at
$3 billion in that deal; and also for
earlier acquisitions and financings.
London-based Savill also repped KKR
buying music publishing/recording
assets for $1.1 billion from Kobalt Capital; and stage events Crossroads Live
in international acquisitions, a joint
venture and financing.
Private equity steps in: While the
financiers in media and entertainment used to be niche players, Savill
observes that now the biggest private
equity outfits have arrived: “Entertainment companies are recognized
as investment vehicles in a way they
have not been previously.”

Sands and Snow advised ICM Partners on its sale to CAA, ICM acquiring
London-based sports agency Stellar Group and also acquiring Select
Sports, which reps NFL players and
execs. The duo also work for Doman
Capital, the multi-strategy fund that
buys royalty streams. Meanwhile,
Sands advised Spotter, which licenses
YouTube videos, on recent financing,
and also numerous executive employment contracts, including Ravi Ahuja
for Sony Pictures Television.
Dollar destination: Sands says cyberspace videomakers raising production quality and enlarging their staff
will soon take center stage: “This
creator economy will probably be
one of the top-three destinations
for investors and advertising dollars
in the next three years.” Viewership
and advertising spending growth is
already eye-popping.

Gutter Credit
Extraction:
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Greenberg Traurig

VARIETY ● 159

12.08.2021

Barbara Rubin

Robert B. Schumer

Tara Senior, Todd Weinstein

Glaser Weil

Paul, Weiss

Twice elected to the Board of Governors of the Academy of Television
Arts and Sciences, Rubin’s clients
include actor Martin Sheen (“Grace
and Frankie”), and Scripps Network
in its IP transfer of “Big Nate” to Nickelodeon as an animated series.
Value of experience: “Young socialmedia influencers are realizing that
they need entertainment lawyers,
and they want young and inexpensive. Often they don’t understand the
full value of the veteran’s mindset
when it comes to dealmaking.”

Schumer represents Advance Publications that is a stakeholder in the proposed merger of Discovery, in which
Advance is the largest shareholder,
with WarnerMedia. He also repped
producer Wiip in its sale of a majority
stake in itself. The New York-based
attorney also counts ViacomCBS
among his clients.
Size matters: In the consolidation
wave, Schumer says “size seems to
make a difference” as buyers seek
large scale to achieve economies in
program pricing.

Del Shaw Moonves Tanaka
Finkelstein & Lezcano

Partner & Co-Chair, Entertainment Dept.

Partner; Former Chair, Corporate Department

Partners

Despite working on opposite coasts,
Senior and Weinstein make a formidable team. Along with co-heading
the firm’s Alternative Practice Group,
Senior and Weinstein represent pro-

Entertainment companies are recognized as
investment vehicles in a way they have not been
previously.” — Libby Savill

Covington congratulates our colleagues

Adrian Perry and Michael Hill
for being named to Variety’s Dealmakers Impact Report

Gutter Credit
Schumer:
Matt Greenslade; Weinstein: Hugh Williams P hotography

Covington’s global media and technology practice thrives on the cutting edge of
entertainment, advising clients on their most complex and precedent-setting
transactions in sports, music, television, gaming, esports, and beyond.

Adrian Perry

Michael Hill

aperry@cov.com

mhill@cov.com

© 2021 Covington & Burling LLP. All rights reserved.

duction companies, individuals, influencers and creators, and currently
oversee $200 million-plus in production deals. They believe their job goes
beyond striking advantageous deals to
ensuring even the tiniest of details in
those deals are properly executed, and
agree that the biggest deal they experienced over the past year or so was
that none of their clients went out of
business due to pandemic shut downs.
Teaser: “There’s a deal we’re working
on right now that we can’t cite,” Weinstein says. “It could potentially be one
of the biggest in TV history — if we
can close it.”
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Ned Sherman

Partner & Leader, Digital & Technology
Transactions

David Shaheen

Head, Entertainment Industries & West Region

Reggie Lang, Jeff Bazoian,
Darian Singer
Managing Directors
J.P. Morgan

J.P. Morgan’s L.A.-based entertainment team has been consistently busy,
structuring, negotiating and arranging financing for film, television,
music, digital media and video game
companies, but the nature of their
work has morphed over the course
of the pandemic. Over the past year
they have arranged revolving credit
facilities for Amblin Partners ($650
million), song fund Hipgnosis ($600
million), Skydance Media ($500 million), Endeavor Content ($430 million),
Scopely ($200 million) and United
Talent Agency ($100 million), and led
IPOs for Applovin Corp. ($2 billion) and
Believe ($339.7 million). They were also
sole adviser on Hasbro’s $385 million
sale of Entertainment One Music and
HYBE’s acquisition of Ithaca Holdings
for $994 million.
Market shifts: “For the bulk of 2020, it
was mostly capital markets and emergency liquidity facilities and raising
capital to help companies get through
the pandemic and the business disruption,” says Shaheen. “Then, in 2021,
we saw a lot more M&A action and you
were able to find capital both in the
debt and equity markets.”
Marc H. Simon has given legal advice to
Michelle and Barack Obama (below).

With a robust client list that includes
digital influencers such as Disguised
Toast and Nickmercs, and gaming and
esports culture and lifestyle companies XSET, Subnation and Loud Team,
Sherman has established himself as
the premium advisor for companies and talent in the rapidly shifting
esports industry. Sherman also repped
leading independent podcast network
Kast Media on outside general counsel
matters, including corporate structuring and its series-A financing.
Showbiz revolution: “The massive
growth of the creator economy, with
new business models, tech tools and
solutions, is changing Hollywood,
media and entertainment as we know
it,” he says.
Lawrence Shire’s clients include the Andrew Lloyd Webber production of “Cinderella” (above),
scheduled to hit Braodway in 2022.

Robert Sherman

Co-Chair, Entertainment Finance Practice
DLA Piper

Sherman has been facilitating bigticket purchases of music rights and
the companies that own them, most
notably repping Concord Music in
multiple nine- and 10-figure financings, as well its acquisition of Downtown Music, and HarbourView Equity
Partners, a newly formed company
with a billion dollars in funding
to spend on music copyrights and
related assets.
Pushing values up: Sherman attributes the rising value of music rights
to a multitude of factors, many of them
streaming-related, including the maturation of social-media and gaming
platforms (TikTok, Twitch, Roblox), as
well as “overseas markets that historically were not reliable [that] are now
actually contributing to the overall
music revenue stream.”

Lawrence Shire

Marc H. Simon

Grubman Shire Meiselas & Sacks

Fox Rothschild

Shire’s theater clients include a production of Andrew Lloyd Webber’s
“Cinderella,” which opens in 2022; the
“Music Man,” starring Hugh Jackman,
another 2022 opener; and two already
playing productions, “Springsteen on
Broadway” and “To Kill a Mockingbird,”
featuring Jeff Daniels. Shire also works
with LeBron James on all his deals,
including ultra-high-dollar pact with
Nike; Gayle King on her all her deals;
Spike Lee on all his endeavors, including the HBO special “NYC Epicenters.”
Fighting for clients: “We try to be collaborative and do things in a collegial
manner, but people know we’re tough
and we’re going to get our clients the
best deal possible.”

Simon has given legal advice to
Higher Ground Prods., Barack and
Michelle Obama’s production company, in connection with agreements
with Netflix and Spotify, and repped
Bil Nye “The Science Guy” in his negotiations for episodic series “The End
Is Nye.”
In with the new: “The podcast deals
I’m doing, the influencer deals, all
of the original unscripted episodic
deals, all of these were not routine
agreements as recently as five years
ago,” says Simon. “Now these are deals
that I’m handling on a weekly basis.
Entertainment law is always exciting
and evolving.”

Chairman, New Media, Motion Picture,
Television, Theater & Sports Group

Partner; Founding Chair, Entertainment &
Sports Dept.

Gutter Credit
Cinderella:
Tristram Kenton; Sherman: Dennis Trantham; Shire: Daphne Borowski; Simon: David Michael Howarth P hotography; Obama: Charles Rex Arbogast/AP Images
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Douglas Stone

Partner & Co-Chair, Entertainment Dept.

Amy Siegel

Partner; Co-Head, Entertainment,
Sports & Media

Chris Spicer

Partner, Entertainment & Media Practice Head

Brian Stearns,
Michael Grimes

Marissa Roman Griffith,
Alissa Miller, Vanessa Roman

Managing Directors, Morgan Stanley

Partners, Entertainment, Sports & Media

Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld

O’Melveny & Myers

Patrick Whitesell

Miller is the lead lawyer for MUFG
Bank in a revolving credit facility for
Neon for films such as “Pig” and “Parasite.” Roman advised Comerica Bank
in a $172 million loan to JW4 Prods. in
connection with “John Wick: Chapter
4,” and East West Bank in a series of
financing deals for various TV and
film projects. Griffith is lead lawyer
for Hello Sunshine, an affiliate of
Reese Witherspoon’s Hello Sunshine
lifestyle company, in obtaining a new
multimillion-dollar revolving loan
facility, and for J.P. Morgan Chase in
the refinancing of Amblin Partners’
credit facility in connection with a
the renewed partnership with Universal. Over the past year Spicer
repped clients in deals totaling over
$1 billion, including Comerica Bank
in multiple loans and MUFG Bank as
lender and agent on a $125 million
secured revolving credit facility to
NRP Film Investments II, a subsidiary
of New Republic Pictures.
Wide shot: “You have to focus on the
big picture and your clients’ needs,”
says Miller. “We do a good job at that.”

Lindsay Conner, Bruce Tobey,
Silvia Vannini

Siegel advised designer-businessman
Henry R. Muñoz III acquiring Will
Ferrell’s Funny or Die, Genius Sports
becoming wagering data provider
to NFL and tech start-up Looped in
agreements with major media partners. Conner, who recently joined
the firm, in the past advised Germany’s ProSiebenSat.1 in selling its VOD
platform Gravitas Ventures as well
as China-based Perfect World Pictures’ refinancing its 50-film slate
funding. At O’Melveny he repped the
Tom Clancy literary estate in film/TV
rights and New Republic Pictures in
a film financing. Per Conner, “Entertainment companies, private equity
and high-net-worth worth individuals are anxious to acquire content and
the companies that make it.” Tobey
advised WarnerMedia on the TMZ
sale; CAA acquiring marketing agency
Tandem and selling its majority stake
in producer Wiip; and Starz’s output
deal for Universal live-action movies.
Vannini counseled ViacomCBS Networks Intl. buying a majority stake in
Spanish-language content producer
Fox TeleColombia & Estudios TeleMexico; with Tobey, Lionsgate selling
its controlling interest in vid-streamer
Pantaya; and with Siegel advising
South Korea’s CJ ENM on buying an
80% stake in Endeavor Content.
Navigating the new: Siegel says
things now get really interesting as
the metaverse, NFTs and new digital interactive platforms sprout. “As
technologies and use of content in
our industry evolve,” she says, “we’ll
be helping clients navigate copyright
and IP issues along the way.”

Partners

Ari Emanuel
CEO

Executive Chairman
Endeavor

Stearns and Grimes of Morgan
Stanley launched several notable
transactions that gave a sense of
the Hollywood to come. In a seismic
move for the agency world, the pair
helped Endeavor bring a public offering in April — a stock that continues
to outperform expectations, especially for an entity built on the back of
a talent agency. Endeavor’s Emanuel
and Whitesell were heavily involved
in the initiative. And the Endeavor
IPO came only months after a similar deal that Stearns and Grimes had
performed for Israeli mobile gaming company Playtika, ushering in a
reported $15 billion valuation. But
their most game-changing deal, arguably, was Amazon’s proposed $8.45
billion acquisition of MGM because
it symbolized a new era in entertainment by moving a legacy premium
film and TV operation that owns a
prestigious library into a future-facing streaming giant still assembling
its creative identity.

Alissa Miller is
the lead lawyer
for MUFG Bank
in a revolving
credit facility
for “Parasite”
distrib Neon.

After joining the firm in fall 2020,
Stone, a 30-year Los Angeles Kings
fan, has become a key member of
the company as a transactional
attorney, representing actors, writers, and directors. Notable clients
include Daniel Craig, for whom he
just negotiated a deal on the “Knives
Out” franchise, and producer Dean
Devlin’s company, Electric Entertainment, which just launched big-budget TV series “Leverage: Redemption”
on IMDBtv.
Change breeds action: In a year that
included societal and industry-specific challenges, Stone remained busy,
crediting that to the “continued vertical integration of the production,
distribution and exploitation of film
and television content.”

Matthew Syrkin

Partner, Global Chair,
Media & Entertainment Group
Hughes Hubbard & Reed

Over the past year, Syrkin led major
deals including Roku’s acquisition of
Nielsen’s advanced video advertising
business and integration of Nielsen’s
TV measurement services into the
Roku platform. He also handled the
launch of HBO Max in Latin America,
its first international market, acting
as primary outside counsel and leading the network through negotiations
crucial to the launch.
Lightning in a bottle: “Social media
drives the discussion [about content],” Syrkin says. “It’s all interconnected. A well-managed, global
promotion that’s grass-roots driven
will make something catch on like
wildfire and the distribution of
the content is the last mile of what
you’re doing.”

Siegel, Vannini: G. Andrew Zinn (2); Stearns: Emma McIntyre/Getty Images for Variety; Emanuel, Whitesell: Alex J. Berliner/ABImages/AP Images (2); Syrkin: Peter Vidor; Parasite: Neon
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Matthew C. Thompson

Partner; Leader, Media and Entertainment

Stephen Fronk,
Richard Petretti, Rusty Weiss
Partners

Sidley Austin

Thompson advised major record
labels acquiring more than $1.5 billion in music assets over the past
12 months; and MGM’s largest individual shareholders Mark Burnett/

Roma Downey in the pending studio
sale. Thompson also assisted Dwayne
Johnson and Dany Garcia buying XFL
football, and their Teremana tequila
startup. Fronk focuses on digital
media and technology, including digital content distribution. He advised
longtime client Amazon for a joint
venture creating the custom Alexa
digital assistant Hey, Disney for Disney
hotels and cruises. Financial transactions maven Petretti handled more
than $1.5 billion in Hollywood-focused
credit deals in the past year, repping
lenders and financiers. Weiss works
the intersection of entertainment and
technology, representing Imax in a
tech joint venture and soccer org CONCACAF licensing popular music for big
matches. Weiss also provides support
on intellectual-property financial
transactions across the firm. Thompson, Petretti and Weiss are based in
Century City; Fronk in San Francisco.

Fronk: Grace Image P hotography; Petretti, Weiss: Jon Didier (2); Wasserman: Rainer Hosch

CONGRATULATIONS

CHRIS
CHATHAM
ON YOUR WELL-DESERVED
RECOGNITION AS ONE OF THE

TOP DEALMAKERS
IN THE ENTERTAINMENT
INDUSTRY
FROM ALL YOUR FRIENDS
ON THE HELLO BELLO TEAM

Yesterday’s bargains: Thompson sees
the ongoing M&A boom across Hollywood and music driven by ample
capital, buyers aggregating content to
feed their direct-to-consumer media
platforms and escalating values, making last year’s pricey acquisitions seem
like bargains this year. “There are billions upon billions of dollars looking
for a home,” he says.

Casey Wasserman
Chairman/CEO

Wasserman Music

In April, Wasserman finalized the
acquisition that saw Paradigm sell off
its music operation, reportedly worth

$150 million-$200 million, amid the
hardships imposed by COVID. The
newly spawned entity, Wasserman
Music, provides business development as well as operational and marketing support for top-tier clients who
include Kenny Chesney, Coldplay,
Billie Eilish, Imagine Dragons, Dave
Matthews Band, Janelle Monáe, Phish
and Ed Sheeran.
Incremental growth: Wasserman
sees his mission as maintaining “a
focus on our people and culture after
a year that saw systemic challenges in
the industry … and adding a new and
dynamic vertical to our business.”
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Leah Weil

Stephen Weizenecker

Erik Moreno

Joel Katz

Exec VP, Mergers & Acquisitions and Corporate
Development

John Fukunaga

Exec VP, Deputy General Counsel

Maria Anguelova

Senior VP, Corporate Development
Sony Pictures Entertainment

The four Culver City-based execs
carry out the movie studio’s expansion strategy when acquisitions are
involved. They worked buying anime
streamer Crunchyroll for $1.2 billion, the $1 billion sale of digital GSN
Games, the merger of studio assets
in India with Zee Entertainment with
a $7.5 billion total value, acquiring
faith & family-content streamer Pure
Flix and entering the kids animation programming arena by buying
Silvergate. Weil, the studio’s most
senior legal executive, also oversees
compliance, labor relations, global
policy, external affairs and the social
responsibility group. Moreno works
strategy, executing on acquisitions/
divestures, interfacing with the
parent in Japan and integration of
acquisitions. Fukunaga serves as the
corporate lawyer overseeing seven
offices around the world. Anguelova
is chief deal negotiator, including
working some late-night marathon
bargaining sessions.
Fearless expansion: Aiming not to
spread its resources thinly across
the broad media and entertainment
landscape, the studio is picking spots
where it can dominate and achieve
breakthroughs. This go-large philosophy is demonstrated by deals to plant
larger footprints in the anime genre
with Crunchyroll and in India connecting with Zee. “You invest fearlessly
where you have strategic strength,”
says Moreno. “That’s our mantra.”

Partner

Senior Counsel

Andrew Velcoff
Partner

Barnes & Thornburg

An authority on tax incentives, Weizenecker advises MGM, Viacom
Intl., Fox’s Bento Box Entertainment, Bounce Media, TV One and
U.K.’s Ingenious Media. His finance
clients include Bay Point Capital,
City National Bank, Convergent
Media Capital and Natixis Coficine
(colleague Carolyn Hunt handles
their production financing). With a
music-centric practice, Katz repped
the Country Music Assn. for a fouryear extension to TV rights for CMA’s
awards show with ABC Television,
Hulu and Disney-Plus. Katz also
negotiates executive employment
contracts, including Steve Carless at
Warner Records. Katz recently joined
the law firm. Velcoff, who arrived in
summer, focuses on distribution for
film/TV content; and intellectual
property. Velcoff ’s clients include
Disney, Discovery, Turner Broadcasting, and New Line. The trio is based

Debbie White advised Christina Aguilera (above), here performing at October’s Rock and Roll Hall of
Fame Induction ceremony, on her Spanish-language album and Nintendo deal.

in Atlanta where film, TV and video
game production booms from generous state and other subsidies.
Atlanta rising: Weizenecker says the
law firm’s entertainment and media
head count in Atlanta has grown from
two to 10 since 2008 as content-industry spending in the area soared to $4
billion annually today. “You have the
right environment” with talent and
geography, the attorney says. He
expects more growth as the industry
builds out technology capabilities on
top of its production foundation.

You invest fearlessly where you have
strategic strength. That’s our mantra.”
—Erik Moreno

Debbie White

Vice Chair, Music Industry
Loeb & Loeb

Attorney White repped long-time
client South Korea’s BTS/HYBE for a
Universal Music global record distribution deal, McDonald’s for a talent
services/merchandise pact with the
BTS Meal and “Butter” song agreements including the Megan Thee
Stallion remix. The New York-based
attorney advised Christina Aguilera
for her Spanish-language album and
Nintendo endorsement deal. White
handles Citibank and Uber separately
for talent/music licensing; Reese
Witherspoon’s Hello Sunshine for TV/
music deals; Saban Music for Latin
star Don Omar’s recording deal; and
Diane Warren on a foreign sub-publishing deal and a features album.
Acquisitions advice: White also
advises Kobalt Publishing and Primary
Wave separately on various music
publishing acquisitions.

Gutter Credit Katz, Velcoff: Gittings P hotography (3); Aguilera: David Richard/AP Images
Weizenecker,

Senior Exec VP & General Counsel
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A Comic Celebration
Many shows that are hitting
the 100-episode milestone might
use that anniversary as an opportunity to break its usual format for
the first time in order to make the
episode extra special. But “Riverdale” isn’t like many other shows.
During its first five seasons,
“Riverdale” continuously pushed
the boundaries of what it could
do with tonal shifts (storylines
about serial killers and cults, for
example) and new formats (its
musical episodes were always
audience and cast/crew favorites). As the team behind the show
was approaching the 100th episode, they were already working
on another one of these major

changes: a five-episode mini-arc
that was set in a parallel town
called Rivervale where supernatural horror abounded.
The 100th episode, titled “Chapter One Hundred: The Jughead
Paradox,” is the fifth episode of
the sixth season of the Warner
Bros.-produced CW Network
drama, which needs to close that
arc while also easing the audience
back into the regular tone and
world of the town of Riverdale.
“As soon as we realized that
our fifth episode [of the Rivervale arc] would land with our
100th episode,” says creator
and showrunner Roberto Aguirre-Sacasa, “we thought, ‘OK,

Lili Reinhart, K.J.
Apa and Camila
Mendes get a
classic Archie
Comics makeover
in “Riverdale’s”
100th episode.

By Danielle Turchiano
maybe we’ll do something that’s
a little bit more meta and a little
more a celebration, as opposed
to a really dark episode,’ which is
what we originally thought was
going to happen. We wanted to
celebrate not just the show and
where the show began, how far
the show’s gone, but we wanted
to do a love letter to Archie Comics and the source material.”
The first episode of the Rivervale arc introduced a comic book
collection that becomes essential
to figuring out what is going on in
the town in the 100th episode. That
motif will then carry over into the
regular “Riverdale” world in the
rest of Season 6, Aguirre-Sacasa

reveals. Similarly, new relationship developments, especially
between couples such as Betty
(Lili Reinhart) and Archie (K.J.
Apa), Jughead (Cole Sprouse)
and Tabitha (Erinn Westbrook),
and Veronica (Camila Mendes)
and Reggie (Charles Melton) will
still need to play out during the
rest of the season. And the season won’t be shying away from
horror, even if the 100th episode
is a bit more humorous than
usual, Aguirre-Sacasa says.
“The big horror story that we
were planning to do for the fifth
episode that we shifted once we
realized it was our 100th episode,
we are still doing that story, but

Kailey Schwerman/The CW

Gutter Credit

The 100th episode of ‘Riverdale’ brings the show back to its roots
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“Riverdale” being such a fixture wasn’t a given, though. The
characters have roots in almost
100-year-old, beloved comics, but
Aguirre-Sacasa’s vision for the
series, even in its earliest years,
was always a little bit darker and
certainly less wholesome than
the pastel-colored pages so many
grew up reading. The series began
in 2017 by introducing Archie in an
inappropriate sexual relationship
with a teacher, while another town
teen turned up dead, for example.
“‘Riverdale’ was an example of
something when we were starting
to pitch around, people always had
a dubious look of, ‘How are you
going to pull that off?’” executive
producer Greg Berlanti recalls.
The road to getting “Riverdale”
on the air at all, let alone keeping
it there, was not a quick and easy
one. It was one of the first projects
executive producer Sarah Schechter brought into Berlanti Prods.,
and it took a few years to get the
show to a place where it was
picked up — first as a pilot in 2016
and then to series a few months
later. It launched a 13-episode first
season in January 2017, underperforming in the live, linear ratings.
(Season 1 averaged 1 million total
live viewers per episode.)
“We had to fight for it all over
again to hope that it would get

a second season,” Berlanti says.
“There was no audience in the
first season, but then obviously
it got the Netflix bump that a few
of our shows got. So, it’s an example of us championing artists we
believe in and stories and ideas
we believe in, even when the evidence says otherwise.”
The reason they supported the
show so strongly, Schechter says,
is because, “even as Greg and I get
older, we’ve remained really interested in what it’s like to grow up.
The emotional stakes are so high
when you’re young and you’re
figuring out who you are. There’s
so much room for real, emotional
storytelling. [And Roberto’s] voice
has this really big range, and he
gets to sing songs in different keys.”
After the first season finished,
“Riverdale” proved to have global
appeal and provided ample
merchandising opportunities
for Warner Bros. After the first
season streamed on Netflix, the
sophomore run saw a rise in live
viewership on its actual network,
averaging almost 1.4 million total
live viewers an episode. It also dominated conversation on social media: Between the shipping opportunities the show offered, theorizing
about the mystery elements of the
story and the willingness of the
cast members themselves to be so

Cole Sprouse’s
Jughead is central
to figuring out
and fixing what
is going on in the
Rivervale mini-arc
of “Riverdale”
Season 6.

open and engaging on platforms
from Twitter to Instagram, “Riverdale” was a commonly trending
topic for weeks on end.
“Part of the initial success of the
show was that Roberto took characters who are some of the most
iconic archetypes of all time, and
while staying true to who they are
at their core, made them seem at
once modern and timeless, and
then let them grow as the show
progressed,” says Clancy Collins
White, executive vice president
and head of development, Warner Bros. Television.
As the seasons went on, there was
always something new to talk about
because of a big-swing plot development, including a time jump after
the characters graduated high
school. Rather than repeat school
stories through college years, the
show pushed them more firmly into
adulthood, allowing the actors to
play closer to their real-life ages
and opening the door to more
adult storylines, such as parenthood and business ownership.
“‘Riverdale’s’ sophisticated storytelling and filmmaking transcend the high school backdrop,
so it has always fit well into the
Warner Bros. Television ethos of
making high-quality programming regardless of the subject
matter,” says Channing Dungey,
chairman, Warner Bros. Television
Group. “The time jump and event
arc only reinforce the show’s deft
ability to evolve and keep things
fresh while maintaining that high
bar of excellence that Roberto and
the Berlanti Prods. team set from
the beginning of the series.”
“We’ve come a long way,” Aguirre-Sacasa says. “When we were
even pitching the show, we made
the decision to call the show ‘Riverdale’ as opposed to ‘Archie’ or
even ‘Riverdale High’ to make
the show about the town in the
hopes that eventually the kids
would graduate high school and
live in the town. The idea behind
that was always that the show
would never have to stay in one
gear for the entire run. The fear
of taking big swings is that the
audience will feel betrayed, but I
think people are looking for those
injections of creativity.”

Gutter Credit

Kailey Schwerman/The CW

it’s going to be in Riverdale,” he
explains. “Death is definitely
coming to Riverdale, and it is
definitely permanent.”
However, the deaths within
the Rivervale arc — Archie chief
among them — will not stick
once the show is set back in its
usual world. Nor will the many
surprise returns of characters
that show up in the 100th episode as part of the “love letter”
to the show’s history be recurring appearances. The ability to
pivot so smoothly is what makes
“Riverdale” so special, though.
“The terrific thing about ‘Riverdale’ is that the show has never
fit into just one genre. From the
beginning, it has been a compelling multi-layered series, focusing on relationships between
friends and family, tackling
everything from serial killers
and mobsters to first loves and
heartbreaks, while being very
grounded in reality and, at times,
border on the supernatural,”
explains Mark Pedowitz, chairman and CEO, the CW Network.
“That is the brilliance of ‘Riverdale’ and what has made it a fixture of today’s popular culture,
as well as an integral part of the
CW’s brand and ongoing programming strategy, and that is
thanks to Roberto and his team.”
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ARTISANS
Painting Lucy and Ricky

Glen Wilson/Amazon Studios

Nicole Kidman and Javier Bardem star in the Aaron Sorkin film.

Hair and makeup teams
turn Nicole Kidman and
Javier Bardem into the
’50s first couple of TV
in ‘Being the Ricardos’

By Jazz Tangcay

Turning Nicole Kidman into Lucille Ball and Javier Bardem into
Desi Arnaz in “Being the Ricardos”
wasn’t only about creating a facsimile of the iconic 1950s TV duo.
Rather, director Aaron Sorkin
instructed hair department head
Teressa Hill and makeup department head Ana Lozano, “We are
not taking a photograph; we are
painting a picture.” The approach
is generating awards buzz for the
below-the-line duo.
The film, opening Dec. 10, centers on a week of filming “I Love
Lucy,” from table read to shooting
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If you use red-brown lipstick, your lips are going
to be really dark gray. If you want normal lips, you
use a red with pink so it appears to be a lighter gray.”
— Ana Lozano, makeup department head, on the
secrets of working on a black-and-white film
Nina Arianda
plays Vivian Vance
in the Amazon
Prime movie.

Ana Lozano and
Melinda Dunn
apply makeup
to Baize Buzan
as Mary Pat and
Jake Lacy as
Bob Carroll.

The characters’ wigs helped
show the progression of time.
“With Javier, I made changes to
the density of the hair and hairline,” Hill says, noting that a subtle
alteration could make a big difference in helping age the actor.
Hill included tiny details to convey the essence of the characters,
who were household names. For
Ball, she says, “I looked at how
she pulled her hair back with the
piece in the front and that little
ponytail in the back.”

Glen Wilson/Amazon Studios (2)

an episode. Sorkin also re-creates
memorable moments from the
series, which ran on CBS from
1951-57, and provides snapshots
of the couple’s marriage.
That plotline meant creating
numerous looks for the TV stars and
their real-life personas: Lucille Ball/
Lucy Ricardo and Desi Arnaz/Desi
Ricardo, as well as dual looks for the
other cast members (including J.K.
Simmons as William Frawley/Fred
Mertz and Nina Arianda as Vivian
Vance/Ethel Mertz).
Hill and Lozano scoured books
and watched video and film footage of Ball and Arnaz, working with
costume designer Susan Lyall.
The biggest challenge, explains
Hill, was determining what Sorkin was shooting on that day
and whether he was using black
and white or color. The famous
grape-stomping scene aired on
television in black and white,
but Sorkin also shows the offcamera moment, so it had to be
shot in color as well. “Every day
we would have a powwow about
those challenges and how to
tackle that,” says Hill.
Lozano considered how reds
would play on-screen during those
black-and-white moments, discovering that if she didn’t find the right
combination, colors would not
translate. “If you use red-brown
lipstick, your lips are going to be
really dark gray. If you want normal lips, you use a red with pink
so it appears to be a lighter gray.
If you use blush, there’s going to
be a shadow. And we didn’t want
shadow; we wanted contour. If you
want to highlight the face, what’s
best is light green, so we used powder with some green tone in it.”
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‘Swan Song’
Score Evokes
Drama, Sci-Fi

Measuring Satire
Into the Score for
‘Don’t Look Up’

By Jazz Tangcay

By Jon Burlingame

Swan Song: AppleTV+; Don’t Look Up: Niko Tavernise/Netflix

Mahershala Ali
as Cameron
confronts his clone
in “Swan Song.”

Writer and director Benjamin
Cleary’s “Swan Song,” which premieres Dec. 17 on Apple TV Plus,
straddles the line between science
fiction and drama as Mahershala
Ali plays Cameron, a dying man
who is presented with a choice that
could save his family from grief.
Composer Jay Wadley came onto
the movie late in the game; there
was already a preliminary cut,
which meant not only did he get to
see Ali’s performance on-screen,
but he got a sense of the editing,
writing and cinematography. So
he didn’t have to play around with
sounds and work on music cues
theoretically — he could go right in.
Cleary and Wadley’s approach
considered Cameron’s inner turmoil as he deals with the pressure
of making the decision to have a
healthy clone of himself created
in a lab to take his place. The musical key to the dilemma was a piano
that also features in the story’s
plotline. “There were interesting

ways to tie in the thematic elements,” says Wadley. He also used
a small chamber string orchestra
that gave the score nuance and
warmth. The intention was to take
a step back and not layer the music
with a million different pieces.
Wadley added electronics and
processed sounds to tie in the
futuristic elements of the storyline, but he was careful not to go
too far into traditional science-fiction themes. “The film cuts to the
core of who we are as people, and
that needed to resonate emotionally,” he explains. “Therefore, the
score couldn’t be synthetic.”
Cameron takes an anxious
journey as his experimental
switch nears, and his clone, Jack,
wakes up; Wadley incorporated
harmonic changes to reflect the
tensions that are rising in him.
The sound is an unsettling, almost
unnerving one. “But it’s never too
dark or ominous,” Wadley notes.
Wadley was also mindful about
where to place those darker elements. “We didn’t want to create
this sense that Jack would murder
the family,” he says. “I wanted to
avoid all those tropes.”

Leonardo DiCaprio
and Jennifer
Lawrence face the
music in “Don’t
Look Up.”

“This might have been the most
challenging score I’ve ever had to
write,” says composer Nicholas
Britell of “Don’t Look Up,” the
sci-fi social satire from Adam
McKay, due Dec. 10.
Britell, a two-time Oscar nominee (“Moonlight,” “If Beale Street
Could Talk”) and Emmy winner
(“Succession”), pondered — “every
day for over a year” — how to find
the right musical approach for
McKay’s “unbelievable blend of
reality with comedy, absurdity
with truth, and the profundity of
the moment.” The basic plot: Two
astronomers (Jennifer Lawrence,
Leonardo DiCaprio) discover a
comet heading toward Earth, and
struggle to mobilize people and
governments (including Meryl
Streep as the American president
and Mark Rylance as a tech billionaire) to face impending disaster.
This is their fourth project together (after “The Big Short,”
“Vice” and the “Succession” pilot).

The challenge, says the composer, was to chart “the musical
landscape of the movie, to get the
tone right and have it balance all
these different elements, from
the seriousness to the comedy,
in a way where it feels right and
doesn’t feel forced.”
The result is an eclectic brew
of big-band jazz, traditional
orchestral sounds, considerable
electronics and a wild collection
of offbeat instruments, from toy
piano to banjo and mandolin.
Britell started writing music
even before shooting began. His
“Overture to Logic and Knowledge” is a classically styled ode
to science that McKay played on
the set for the actors and ultimately found its way into many
parts of the final score.
Yet for listeners, the main
theme will attract the most attention: an exciting, up-tempo
big-band piece featuring some
of London’s finest jazz players.
“It was something about capturing the chaos and craziness that
needed to go to this heightened
place,” Britell explains. “It’s bombastic, but musically there’s a bit
of melancholy.”
He adds: “When I hear that
music, sometimes I hear the
absurdity and humor, and sometimes I hear an inherent melancholy too. It’s not happy music,
it’s not sad music — it’s wavering
between these things.”
Part of the fun for Britell was that
he also created all of the “commercial music” in the film, from the
ringtones on Rylance’s omnipresent cellphones to the music accompanying his various presentations.
There’s also an inspirational piece
for orchestra and choir for the
launch of a spacecraft designed
to intercept the comet.
Britell co-wrote the two new
songs in the film, one of which
is performed on-camera by
Ariana Grande and Kid Cudi;
they, along with Britell and Taura
Stinson, penned “Just Look Up”
as a combination love song and
rallying cry for action. “Second
Nature,” written by Britell and
Justin Vernon and performed by
Vernon’s band Bon Iver, is heard
under the end titles.
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REVIEWS
West Side Story
By Owen Gleiberman

FILM REVIEW
Director: Steven Spielberg

Niko Tavernise/Fox

Ariana DeBose stars as Anita in “West Side Story.”

Starring: Ansel Elgort, Rachel Zegler,
Ariana DeBose, Mike Faist

Steven Spielberg’s “West Side
Story” has a brash effervescence.
You can feel the joy that went into
making it, and the kick is infectious. Spielberg, directing his first
musical, moves into the big roomy
space of a Broadway-meets-Hollywood classic, rearranges the
furniture (the film’s screenwriter,
Tony Kushner, has spiced up the
dialogue and tossed out the most
cringeworthy knickknacks) and
gives it all a fresh coat of desaturated, bombed-out-city-block, gritty-as-reality paint. He makes it his
own. At the same time, Spielberg
stays true to what generations have
loved about “West Side Story”: the
swoon factor, the yearning beauty
of those songs, the hypnotic jackknife ballet of ’50s delinquents
dancing out their aggression on
the New York streets. There are
scenes in Spielberg’s version that
will melt you, scenes that will make
your pulse race and scenes where
you simply sit back and revel in
the big-spirited grandeur of it all.
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Ansel Elgort as
Tony and Rachel
Zegler as Maria
are flanked by Jets
and Sharks.

Rita Moreno as
Valentina steals
every scene
she’s in.

The setting is the Upper West
Side, where the turf war between
the white and Puerto Rican teenage gangs, the Jets and the Sharks,
now has a bigger-picture backdrop: Both are being crushed by
gentrification. (Part of their tragic
folly is that they never realize
they’re in the same boat.) As the
Jets move and groove to their
inner thug, singing “Jet Song,”
Justin Peck’s choreography plays
off the hypnotic, limb-thrusting,
rhythm-of-the-city athleticism of
Jerome Robbins’ original dances,
and Spielberg has the camera
moves to match. We seem to be

gliding through the streets right
along with the Jets, channeling
their reckless exhilaration, and
the ’50s-punk acting has been liberated so that the snarls and struts
aren’t trapped in that bubble of
old-movie corniness. (The 1961
“West Side Story” felt dated … in
1961.) As Riff, the leader of the Jets,
Mike Faist has a lean sociopathic
squint, and David Alvarez plays
Bernardo, leader of the Sharks
(he’s now a boxer), with a mean
swagger of self-righteousness.
Of course, at the center of
“West Side Story” is something
— maybe I should say “Some-

where” — softer and more tenderly lyrical. And Spielberg has
done an ace job of casting his two
romantic leads. Before now, I’ve
never been an Ansel Elgort fan,
but in “West Side Story,” Elgort,
with lips like Brando’s, has a
brooding heart and personality that pop, and he’s a wonderfully expressive crooner. Tony,
updated by Kushner’s script,
has now spent a year in prison
for nearly punching someone to
death, and Elgort strikes just the
right balance of sweetness and
danger. At the high school dance,
which Spielberg stages with a
hip-twirling electricity that rivals
the big school dance number in
“Grease” (yes, that’s a compliment), Tony has his first glimpse
of Maria (Rachel Zegler), the girl
who will burn down what’s left
of his gang loyalty, and she has
her first glimpse of him, and …
well, it could all spearhead a revival of love at first sight. Singing
“Maria,” his voice soaring into
the upper register, Tony is transported, and so are we.
In the Oscar-winning 1961 version, Maria was mostly a perky,
saintly innocent, but here she
gets a spitfire upgrade. The charismatic newcomer Rachel Zegler
gives her a touch of fierceness
and a boldly chiseled stare of
longing. When Maria and Tony
sing “Tonight,” they’re on the fire
escape, in vintage Romeo-andJuliet-of-the-tenement fashion,
and Spielberg stages the duet
with an intimate choreographed
flow, so that the words seem to
spin and dance. Their love is an
oasis of hope in the concrete
jungle. And that’s an emblem of
how “West Side Story” now lands
in the larger movie world: as a
heady nostalgic crowd-pleaser
that offers the rare alternative
to both blockbuster overkill and
indie angst. Can the Oscars possibly say no to it?
That said, I’ve always had a love/
gripe relationship with “West
Side Story.” It has what may be
the greatest set of songs in any
American musical, composed by

Leonard Bernstein as if he were
the magic link between Richard
Rodgers and Brian Wilson. The
lyrics, by the late Stephen Sondheim, are as peerlessly playful as
they are poetic, and the choreography remains a marvel of expressionistic street movement.
For me, though, the original film
version goes off the rails during
the big rumble. I could never buy
that Richard Beymer’s Tony would
pick up that switchblade and do
what he does. And Natalie Wood’s
Maria seems angry that Tony has
killed her brother for about five
seconds, before she seems to forget all about it. The film’s last act
is less a romantic tragedy than a
belabored gang-war scramble that
turns into a tidy plea for tolerance.
Those are problems I don’t think
the new version completely solves.
Given how Kushner has retooled
and spiced up the script — Tony
and Maria’s romance, for instance,
isn’t the melodramatic secret it was
before — I was surprised to see that
the rumble climaxes in the same
old hyped-up but unconvincing
way. Once that happens, you feel
an energy leak out of the movie.
Up until then, “West Side Story”
is a parade of delights. Spielberg
has staged “America” as a swirling,
roving block party of triumphant
feminine bluster. “One Hand, One
Heart” is now a gorgeous hymn,
shot through stained-glass sunlight, and where “Gee, Officer
Krupke” is the number you’d think
would have dated most, it’s actually a witty wonder. Ariana DeBose
makes Anita a radiant force of
nature, and the legendary 89-yearold Rita Moreno, who played Anita
in the original film, is on hand as
Valentina, widow of the soda-shop
owner Doc; with a no-frills luminosity, she steals every scene she’s
in. The whole film feels as contemporary as it needs to, since topicality is baked into its tribal dance of
racial animosity. “West Side Story”
is a bursting, live-wire pageant of a
movie. I just wish it had a final act
that soared instead of lumbering
to what feels like an overly determined message-movie landing.

CREDITS: A 20th Century Studios, Walt Disney Co. release of a 20th Century Studios, Amblin Entertainment production, in association with TSG Entertainment. Producers: Steven Spielberg, Kristie Macosko Krieger, Kevin
McCollum. Executive producers: Tony Kushner, Daniel Lupi, Rita Moreno, Adam Somner. Director: Steven Spielberg. Screenplay: Tony Kushner. Camera: Janusz Kaminski. Editors: Sarah Brosher, Michael Kahn. Music: Leonard
Bernstein. Lyrics: Stephen Sondheim. Reviewed at SVA Theatre, New York, Nov. 29, 2021. MPAA Rating: PG-13. Running time: 146 MIN. Cast: Ansel Elgort, Rachel Zegler, Ariana DeBose, David Alvarez, Mike Faist, Rita Moreno,
Corey Stoll, Brian d’Arcy James, Josh Andrés Rivera, Iris Menas

(Top) Niko Tavernise/Fox; (Bottom) Ramona Rosales/Fox
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Station
Eleven

Jeremy Podeswa, Helen Shaver, and
Lucy Tcherniak, with compositions
evoking the wideness of a feral American landscape or the chill of an abandoned airport. Davis is an able lead,
and I was taken with Danielle Deadwyler as Miranda, a supply chain
expert (yes, really) who encounters,
in the early days of cataclysm, a rare
situation that she cannot master.
What’s missing, though, is narrative control — one of Mandel’s great
gifts as a novelist. Chunkily paced,
the flashbacks can appear random,

By Daniel D’Addario

and viewers coming in cold are
likely to wonder why we’re spending time with, say, Gael García Bernal’s vain-actor character. Yes, he
plays a role in Kirsten’s story (and
Miranda’s, for that matter), but
this “Station Eleven” struggles at
times to draw meaning out of simple proximity. A sense of uncertainty about how to make the
sweeping novel the right size for
TV haunts the lengthy series, and
some elisions do harm. A fiction
within the series — a comic book

TV REVIEW
Limited Series: HBO Max (10
episodes; all reviewed); Dec. 16

Warrick Page/HBO Max

Starring: Mackenzie Davis, Gael
García Bernal, Danielle Deadwyler

Years into the COVID-19 pandemic, “Station Eleven” suggests
we got off easy.
Both the 2014 novel by Emily St.
John Mandel and its limited-series adaptation on HBO Max tell
the story of a viral plague that
decimates the world’s population too quickly for any response.
Novel and TV show alike depict
both the first moments of global
spread and the state of things 20
years on, in a hardscrabble world
where humanity’s remnants seek
moments of poetry.
Admirers of the timeline-hopping book will be pleased to know
that this adaptation, created by
Patrick Somerville, attempts
to keep Mandel’s style alive. In
the main story, an actor named
Kirsten (Mackenzie Davis), who’d
lived through the beginning of the
flu crisis as a child, journeys the
Midwest with her performance
troupe, the Traveling Symphony.
That series-long arc is studded
with flashbacks to folks tied,
closely or loosely, to Kirsten; the
Symphony’s performances maintain a link to the past, pushing away
for a moment the narrowness and
constraint of life after plague.
The show is strikingly directed
by helmers including Hiro Murai,

Todd Cattell, Gael
García Bernal and
Caitlin FitzGerald
in a scene from
“Station Eleven”

that gives “Station Eleven” its title
— is only fleetingly drawn, and its
significance doesn’t fully land.
For all this, “Station Eleven” conjures its mood well: Existence
after the world falls away is conveyed as both perilous and painfully boring. And although these
characters have had a far worse
pandemic experience than we
have, there’s reason for viewers
in our divided times to watch
and feel a sort of envy. Working
together, the Symphony finds
a strange joy in living through
the end times. The depiction of
theatrical performance here is
moving — suggesting a power
in connection, through storytelling, that sustains under the
worst of circumstances. That
spirit shines through a flawed but
bighearted adaptation.
CREDITS: Executive producers: Patrick Somerville, Scott
Steindorff, Scott Delman, Dylan Russell, Jessica Rhoades,
Hiro Murai, Jeremy Podeswa, Nate Matteson. Cast: Mackenzie Davis, Himesh Patel, Daniel Zovatto, David Wilmot,
Matilda Lawler, Philippine Velge, Caitlin FitzGerald, Nabhaan
Rizwan, Lori Petty, Gael García Bernal, Danielle Deadwyler
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Michelle
Zauner

“I’m just really excited
to create a new ecosystem
for representation in
Hollywood.”
Things you
didn't know about
XXXXXX

By Ellise Shafer

With the release of her bestselling memoir “Crying in H Mart”
and critically acclaimed album
“Jubilee” with band Japanese
Breakfast, Michelle Zauner has
had a banner year. But the twiceGrammy-nominated musician
and writer is just getting started
— and now has her sights set on
Hollywood, with plans to adapt
the book into a film via Orion Pictures with producers Stacey Sher
and Jason Kim.
• “Crying in H Mart” is such a
personal story about your relationship with your late mother
and your Korean American
identity. What did you learn
during the writing process? The
biggest takeaway from a memoir
is that you have to play fair. Within
the first draft, I was writing very
angrily because I had a lot of
resentment and a lot to process.
Through revision is where a lot
of learning happened and a lot of
forgiveness happened. I learned a
lot about myself too — about how
important it was growing up as
an only child and living outside
of town with a homemaker and
an immigrant parent. Those are
things that were just innate parts
of my existence that I never really
questioned before, and putting
them under the microscope
made me realize how much that
impacted my character and my
relationship with my mother.

Things you
didn’t know about
Michelle Zauner
Age: 32
--Hitting the charts:
“Crying in H Mart”
debuted at
No. 2 on the
New York Times
bestseller list
--Screen presence:
Zauner has
filmed a YouTube
cooking video
with H Mart on
how to make
Korean acorn
jelly salad
--Inspirations for
“Jubilee”:
Björk, Wilco,
Kate Bush,
Randy Newman

• The book is now also being
turned into a film. What can you
share about the adaptation?
I am working on the screenplay,
and it’s a new craft for me. It’s
been hard: Being on tour, I haven’t had much time to sit with it
yet. But I think it’s a real opportunity to get to show how delightful
a character my mom was and be
more in her vantage than it was
in the book. I want the focus to be
more on being a young half-Asian
girl coming of age as an artist,
which is something I shied away
from in the book until the end.
I’m just really excited to create a

new ecosystem for representation in Hollywood.
• Let’s talk about your record,
“Jubilee.” You’ve said before
that you wanted it to be defined by joy in contrast with
your other albums. Why? After
writing “Crying in H Mart,” I
felt like I had really said everything I needed to about [grief]
and it was time to write about
a new part of my experience as
a human being. The most exciting thing was to leap to the other
end of the spectrum and write
about fighting for joy, because so
much of the past seven years of

my life has been like, “Am I ever
going to feel joy again?”
• What message do you hope
fans take away from both “Crying in H Mart” and “Jubilee”?
How do they complement each
other? I had a really lovely conversation with Minnie Driver on
her podcast, which sounds like
a weird flex, but it was a really
moving conversation because
she had just lost her mother and
it was very fresh for her. She had
read the book and listened to the
album — and as companions. She
said to me, “I’m not there yet, but
it gives me great hope.”

Tonje Thilesen

Age: XXX
--Hometown:
XXXXXX
--XXXXXX:
Solupta et fac cum
repta quat fac
cum repta quat
--XXXXXX:
Solupta et fac cum
repta quat fac
cum repta quat
--XXXXXX:
Solupta et fac cum
repta quat fac
cum repta quat
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