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')WRITING ABOUT VIRTUAL
reality (VR) production is like
trying to describe a moving
target: Every day a new devel-
opment changes the way mov-
iemakers work. With Proiects
like Nonny de la Peffa's Prol'ecf
Syria, Morris May and Rose
Troche's Perspective; ChaPter 1:

The Party, and Vice News, Spike
Jonze and Chris Milk's Mll/tbns
March gaining considerable at-
tention. it's an exciting time for
a medium that's growing more
accessible to indies,

VR setups can varY. Accord-
ing to Brian Chirls, interactive
creator and inaugural digltal
technology fellow at POV, a
live-action VR proiect tYPicallY
has an array of small caneras-
a rig, either one You have
created yourself or from a kit,
with each camera caPturing
one part of the 360-degree
spectrurn, During post-produc-
tion, footage will be "stitched
together to make a seamless
blend." Much of the Process is

automated, but some filmmak-
ers tweak things bY hand.

Without the 180-degree rule

where do you put the lights,
microphones or camera oP-
erator? The secret: around the
"seams" between cameras, so
you can eliminate them during
this stitching process.

Many VR filmmakers work
with small, light cameras like
the ubiquitous GoPro, which is

inexpensive enough to allow for
multiple cameras to be used.
There are also some very inex-
pensive 36O-degree sPherical
VR cameras such as the Ricoh
Theta M15 or the Kodak SP360,
both available online for less
than $300 retail.

All of this pertains to shoot-
ing a live-action VR Project
as opposed to 3-D or a CG
animation project. This can be
an area of confusion:Thotgh
VR is inherentlY immersive, noi
all projects feature 3-D effects
Likewise, all VR is, to some
extent, interactive, but that
can range from simply being
responsive to the viewer's head
turning, to content being altered
by a wave of a hand, or bY Push-
ing a button on a headset.

Creators control the user
experience bY subtlY directing
it. A great tool for this is audio
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as we instinctivelY turn toward
sounds when we hear them.
(Of course, the other main
function of VR sound design is

to build the illusion of immer-
sion in a space.)

As you'd exPect, editing
differs from the tYPical film
model. Cuts in a VR Project of-
ten don't make sense concep-
tually in an immersive space,
so creators are making uP the
rules for how VR editing will
work, lest all VR films PlaY like
BirdflEn. For ey€fnple, in Greg
Plotkin s VR film 8/ack Mass, a
character tfrcurs a black cloak
o\rer f(rf head, transitioning
you to a rw location.

W'fi tfp recent announce-
ngrtthtYoUTube will soon be
smortiB 36Odegree video,
dehrcry is of kev importance.
Fbdr dVR b exPerienced
tfr0gh goggle headsets like
EEOo.tts Rift. hrt one could
use a smnbtrone and a cheap
set d Goode Cadboard glass-
es fi*ndl xtsox controller.
Gib *tis $e last frontier
fur VR godrti:ns.'The way
b haE EE Ino6t control is to
say. aYeile ddlg an installa-
tin firce ild bringing in the
haldrsqandoP Person at a
tirp uI use iL' You don't know

^ D0(UI',IENTARIAN ies. Canncs even has Li

5Al'1 6REEN netv i,teractive section
-PtRt0Rl'1S'l]IS
rr'r'i ,'r? nirrrrr called the Closs \lediri
0f Alt IHIN6J AI Colncr. Other projects
\t sA\fDA\( S(0 exist onlr in the digitirl

INTERNAT ONAti ll riii vl spltcre as rpPlicltiotrs ut'
interactive rvebsites

TFI's KoPP said.
"There is still a gleat deal of rvork to be
done around distlibution and marketing for
interactive tlocumentaries. We are involved
rvith a nutnber of initiatives on this fiont,
inclucling thc Intcractive Media Impact
Working Group [https : //tlibecafrlmin stitute'
org/bl oglcletail/interactive-roadn.r apl.'I1.tis
is still an emerging industry so it's very diI:
flcult to make any moncy from tl-re proiccts
Nlost of thcm are distributcd for frce. for
example. But producers arc coming r'rp rvith
cliffercnt funclers, distribution partners ancl

entrepreneurial moclels for production anil
distribution."

Atit \}v,i STiLI MA(ING FILilIS?

KOPP FINDS THAT newmedia advances
more rapiclly than language does thesc cla-vs

"I refcr to 'creators' ancl 'media' rather than
'lilmmakers' and'Iilms.'At Nerv Frontier, no
one said, 'I rvatchecl that projectl Tl-rc1' said.

'I dzd that projecti or'I etperiencecl thar
proiect.'We rlon't quite kno'nv rvhat this ne\\'
form is yet ancl that's rvh-v'nvc stumble over
the words to describe itl'

\\4ratevcr rvc're making: As cinema at-
tenclance continues to decline, a certairt
uniqueness of experience seems morc atrti
more impcrative. Disruption can be pirintirl
but therc's never been a broacler horizou of
possibiiities to rcshape stories and the n-a1'

tl'rc-v are presentccl. So. moviemakers-atld
thcater owners who rvant to ret-uaitl in the
business of creating experietrces-must
think outside the bo\. MM
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THE DIFFICULTIES OF DISBUPTION

WEILER POINTS OUT that pushing the
envclope on the medium isn't without
serious financial risk. "The entcrtaiu-
ment industr), l-ristorically cloes not spend
much in the wa5r of research and dcvelop-
ment. In fact. a lot of the burden of R&D
is pushed on to creative practitioners.
rvl'rile the industry itself sits bacl<. Look
at the huge total budget spent n.raking
Snnclance ftlms every year, versus the tiny
total amount spent acquiring them "

That said. Weiler is optimlstic that

change will naturally accompany that
eternal engine of progress: a good story.
"Historically, innovation has come into
cinema driven by contenl Go all the way
back to William Castle-he was creating
content-driven experiences in the theater
environment. Or look at the sound innova-
tions [of THx] that accompanied George
Lucas'films in 1983."

How will new stories reach audiences?
Many projects are presented as art instaila-
tions at festival sidebars (such as Sundance's
New Frontier or Sheffield Doc/Fest's Interac-
tive Exhibition) or in museums and galler-

7s-l
sutl11ER a0l,s MllYIEMAI(TR.CltM : 

-

I

Rebecca Alvin
NOTE: In 2015, my coverage was for this MovieMaker Magazine piece, as part of their 
larger coverage because there were no stories for Provincetown Magazine to cover.



by Rebecca M. Alvin       
We seem to be at a key moment in the realm of identity. While 

much has been made of the political gains and higher visibility of gay and 
lesbian people in our culture, an even greater paradigm shift is starting to 
happen. Awareness of transgender people and their specific issues is at an 

all-time high, and looking at life through a binary lens is becoming less 
and less possible because of it.

We all know things were never black and white; the human 
experience cannot be broken up into just two camps, whether it be straight 
and gay, married and single, or male and female. We are all much more 
complex than that. But there is an investment in the binary: the haves and 
the have-nots; us and them; me and you. Complex issues frighten people. 
Even creative types dislike the insecurity of not having a line drawn in the 
sand. But when gender, that fundamental identity marker, becomes a fluid 

concept, it’s difficult to even discuss it; we just don’t have the language.

Here’s where the cinema comes in. While in print, finding the right 

words to describe someone (not to mention the tricky issue of which 
pronoun to use), is a constant struggle, with film, everything can be 

understood in a well-directed moment on the screen.
This year at New York City’s Tribeca Film Festival, which is fast 

becoming a major launch pad for new independent and foreign-language 
films, three films, by filmmakers of three different genders, dealt with 

questioning gender in distinct, but compelling ways, adding to the 
growing body of movies on this subject.

Mala Mala
In Mala Mala, a documentary by Dan Sickles and Antonio 

Santini, we are shown a wide range of people whose identities are 
more complicated than just male or just female. The film is set in 

beautiful Puerto Rico and includes interviews with professional drag 
queens (who see themselves as part of the trans community there); a 
transsexual woman activist trying to bring issues of the transgender 
community to mainstream Puerto Rican society; several transgender 

women at various stages in the process of changing their genders; 
and a transgender man contemplating what options he has. These 
individuals vary by age, perspective, and even by the manner in which 
each identifies as a member of the trans community. 

In an interview at the festival, Sickles explained how he and  
Santini thought about the term “transgender” when directing the film. 

“The way we employed it was as a catch-all phrase for any sort of non-
normative gender expression.”

Mala Mala starts out where we as an audience are likely to start out, 
at the surface. Samantha, whose appearance is a combination of feminine 
and masculine traits, gives us the familiar story: she is biologically male, 
but feels like a woman on the inside. As she puts it, her “essence” is 
female and that’s what counts. At the same time, she admits that when 
people see her they wonder if she’s male, if she’s female, or “is that an 
alien?” This is followed by a scene in which Ivana, an attractive trans 
woman drives along the streets of Santurce, Puerto Rico, giving out 
condoms and lubricants to transgender street prostitutes. We then meet 
Sandy, one of those prostitutes, who discusses how she competes with 
non-trans female prostitutes by being “more sexy.” The opening credits 
roll and then we learn that Ivana is post-operative, and she explains her 
choice to create a body to match her vision of herself as a woman with 
large breasts and hips, and a curvy, voluptuous physique. She defends her 

choices saying, “It’s logical that because we are not born with these 
bodies, we want to show off.”

This opening sets us up for what will be a key component 
of the dialogue created in this film, even as the film goes on to 

delve into specific political, socioeconomic, and health issues in 

Puerto Rico. How sexualized should this topic be? What are the 
definitions: masculine/feminine, male/female, man/woman? And 

if the essence is what’s important, why is the image always at 
the fore? In many ways, these issues mirror those of the feminist 
movement a couple of decades ago (i.e. Can a woman be sexual 
and be taken seriously as a feminist, too?)

The question of what it means to really be a man or a 
woman is probed in a particularly compelling scene in which 
Ivana has a discussion with Soraya, an older trans woman, 
about this. Soraya is clear she thinks of herself as someone 
who had a medical condition called gender dysphoria and 
who corrected this with medical procedures. Ivana points out 

that even though she considers herself a woman and even though she 
is one of the few Puerto Ricans who was able to get a birth certificate 

to confirm this, there was a whole part of her life when she was in 

between or transgender, and she cannot erase that history with medical 
procedures. 

The discussion not only highlights generational differences; it 
also leads us back to that core issue of surface versus essence. Soraya 
is critical of younger trans women who she sees as confused about who 
they are and not necessarily committed to becoming “real women” 
beyond the sexy big boobs and good looks, which will fade with age. 
She asks, “Is your identity a woman or a beauty queen?”

Photographer: Adam Uhl

Samantha in Mala Mala, 

a documentary by Dan 

Sickles and Antonio Santini

Rebecca Alvin
NOTE: This is more 
representative of our 
coverage of 
Tribeca, 
though it is 
from the 2014 festival.

Rebecca Alvin
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Something Must Break
While the focus of Mala Mala is on trans men and women who 

would like to transform into distinctly female or male identities, the 
Swedish film Something Must Break (Nånting Måste Gå Sönder) by 
Ester Martin Bergsmark is a fiction film about identifying as neither 

female nor male, but as an entirely separate gender.
We meet the lead character Sebastian (Saga Becker) head-on 

in an opening sequence that features poetic narration describing his 
interior life. A young transgender person, he is at an important juncture 
in his life, looking for love to fill a void inside him. He finds this when 

nearly bashed in a bathroom after a botched attempt at seducing an 
older man at the urinal. An adorably disheveled punk named Andreas 
(Iggy Malmborg) comes to Sebastian’s rescue and when they meet 
again later, they begin a tentative affair that results in both individuals 
grappling with sexuality, gender norms, and the threat of losing his 
identity in the process of falling in love.

Some critics have pointed out that Sebastian is not all that 
likable and even comes across as bratty. The film is rough around 

the edges, and there is something to that criticism; however, 
Sebastian is not supposed to be a heroic figure. This is not a film 

that tries to give us a transgender hero who is “just like the rest of 
us.” Sebastian is a deeply flawed antihero. Perhaps it is a sign of 

progress, though, when transgender filmmakers can make films 

about trans people who are neither perfect nor stereotypical. 
Something Must Break is a dark film. Early on, Sebastian’s 

narration tells us, “In the darkness, among the shadows is where 
I’m free, is where I can breathe.” This point is made clear in 
the number of anonymous sexual encounters Sebastian has, 
the lack of any family life, and a petty crime spree he embarks 
upon with Andreas. It’s a moody Swedish drama that explores a 
different type of transgender character, and more importantly, a 
relationship fraught with many of the complexities Mala Mala 
raises. 

Bergsmark uses cinematic storytelling to impart insight, 
such as a scene in which Sebastian meets Andreas’ family, 
including a pregnant woman who, when asked if she knows 
the sex of the baby, says she’s not sure if it’s a boy or a girl, so 
it’s an “it.” 

Even more striking is a brief exchange between Andreas and 
Sebastian after they first have sex. Andreas tells Sebastian that they 

are not really in a relationship because, “I’m not gay.” Sebastian 
responds with a surprised, “Neither am I.” It’s a moment that perfectly 
encapsulates the problem the couple faces in loving outside the 
boundaries of gender and sexual orientation labels.

Bad Hair (Pelo Malo)
And finally, this film from Venezuela, directed by Mariana 

Rondòn, looks at a gender non-conforming child whose mother is 
so intensely homophobic/transphobic that it gets in the way of her 

loving her child. Junior (Samuel Lange Zambrano) just wants to 
have straight hair for his school photo. He likes to dance and sing 
and follows whatever his heart desires, as children often do. He is 
unconcerned with how he might look through the lens of gender. 

In actuality, he’s not even necessarily transgender and he’s 
not necessarily homosexual–he’s a kid. But for his mother, Marta 
(Samantha Castillo), his non-masculine behavior, even at the 
age of nine, is a concern. Hardened by the circumstances of her 
impoverished life, desperate to earn enough money to put food 
on the table, and beaten down by a society that takes advantage 
of women in need, she hasn’t the strength to nurture her offbeat 
son, preferring instead to focus on her other child, an infant who 
represents the only hope in her life.

Meanwhile, Junior’s grandmother (Nelly Ramos) takes an 
interest in him, also believing him to be “different.” She asks his 
mother if she can take him and raise him, allowing him to be who 
he is without condemnation. But no one asks Junior what he thinks 
or feels or wants, and in the end, we are left wondering who has a 
problem with his gender, him or the adults around him. 

Bad Hair is a deeply disturbing film because the child is 

subjected to such verbal and emotional abuse at the hands of his 
mother. We have compassion for her and understand her struggle, 
but at the same time the mistakes she makes are heartbreaking to 
watch.

It’s a different view of the gender question, situated 
specifically within the context of childhood. When we are children, 

how do the adults around us send messages about who we ought to 
be and where we are allowed to be on the gender spectrum? And 
just as it is in Something Must Break, the essential question raised 
is: why are labels so important?

Samuel Lange Zambrano in 
Mariana Rondòn’s Bad Hair

Iggy Malmborg & Saga Becker
in Ester Martin Bergsmark’s
Something Must Break

You can find out more about these films by visiting their 

websites: Mala Mala–facebook.com/malamalathemovie; Something 
Must Break– garagefilm.se/productions/something-must-break/; 
Bad Hair–pelomalofilm.com. NOTE: At press time, only Mala Mala 
had been accepted as an official selection in the 2014 Provincetown 

International Film Festival.



The Following included clips are just evidence of film journalism in Provincetown Magazine and 
not related to Tribeca specifically.



From Paris is Burning
to Earth Camp One

JULHI�DV�VKH�ORVW�IRXU�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�LQ�ÀYH�\HDUV��,W·V�́ DOVR�DERXW�D�KLSSLH�
VXPPHU�FDPS�>,�ZHQW�WR�DV�D�NLG@�µ�/LYLQJVWRQ�H[SODLQV��́ 7KH�FRQQHFWLRQ�
EHLQJ�WKDW�ZKHQ�\RX·UH�\RXQJ�\RX�RIWHQ�ZDQW�WR�EUHDN�DZD\�IURP�\RXU�
IDPLO\�DQG�ÀQG�GLIIHUHQW�FXOWXUDO�PDUNHUV��%XW�ZKDW�KDSSHQV�ZKHQ�WKH\�
OHDYH�\RX"�,W·V�DOVR�D�EURDGHU�HVVD\�RQ�LPSHUPDQHQFH�DQG�KRZ�RXU�FXOWXUH�
YLHZV�ORVV��VR�WKDW��\RX�NQRZ��,�MRNH³DQG�LW�ZDV�LQ�P\�SURSRVDO³¶LW·V�QRW�D�
SROLWLFDO�LVVXH�WKDW�\RX�FDQ�JR�WR�:DVKLQJWRQ�DQG�DJLWDWH�WR�HQG�PRUWDOLW\�DQG�
ZLQ�µ

:KLOH�GRFXPHQWDU\�ÀOPPDNLQJ�KDV�H[SORGHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�TXDQWLW\�
RYHU�WKH�SDVW�IHZ�GHFDGHV��WKHUH�LV�WKLV�WHQGHQF\�WRZDUG�SUHPHGLWDWHG�
PHVVDJH�ÀOPV�GHVLJQHG�DV�WRROV�IRU�RUJDQL]LQJ�UDWKHU�WKDQ�DV�WKH�H[SORUDWLRQV�
RI�D�FUHDWLYH�LQGLYLGXDO��,W·V�DV�VWLÁLQJ�WR�ÀOPPDNHUV�DV�LW�ZRXOG�EH�IRU�
PXVLFLDQV��SKRWRJUDSKHUV��RU�SDLQWHUV��%XW�HVVD\�ÀOPV�DUH�DQ�H[FHSWLRQ��
WKH\�DUH�GRFXPHQWDULHV�WKDW�SUREH�VXEMHFW�PDWWHU�ZLWKRXW�EHLQJ�KLQGHUHG�E\�
D�SUHGHWHUPLQHG�FRQFOXVLRQ��:KLOH�WKHVH�ÀOPV�RIWHQ�PLQH�WHUULWRU\�WKDW�FDQ�
UHVXOW�LQ�VRFLRSROLWLFDO�DFWLYLVP��WKH\�GR�VR�RQ�D�GHHSHU��PRUH�RSHQ�HQGHG�
OHYHO��DV�DUW�WHQGV�WR�GR��&RQVHTXHQWO\��WKHLU�LQGLUHFW��KDUG�WR�TXDQWLI\�UHVXOWV�
PDNH�ÀQGLQJ�IXQGLQJ�IRU�WKHP�D�WULFN\�SURVSHFW�

´+RQHVWO\��,�PHDQ�Paris is Burning 

KDV�EHHQ�D�JR�WR�ÀOP�LQ�WKH�KXPDQLWLHV��
IRU�WDONLQJ�DERXW�JHQGHU��UDFH��FODVV��
WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�LGHQWLW\�LQ�D�

FRQVXPHULVW�VRFLHW\��,W·V�
EHHQ�D�KXPDQLWLHV�ÀOP��
�DOWKRXJK�LW�QHYHU�

got any humanities 

,W·V�ÀWWLQJ�WKDW�ÀOPPDNHU�-HQQLH�/LYLQJVWRQ�LV�FXUUHQWO\�VKRZLQJ�ZRUN�
DW�WKH�$03�*DOOHU\�RQ�WKH�ZHVW�HQG�RI�WRZQ��3URYLQFHWRZQ�KDV�ORQJ�EHHQ�
D�SDUW�RI�/LYLQJVWRQ·V�OLIH��KDYLQJ�FRPH�KHUH�DV�D�)LQH�$UWV�:RUN�&HQWHU�
)HOORZ�LQ�WKH�PLG�����V�DQG�UHWXUQLQJ�RIWHQ�VLQFH�WKHQ��'UDZLQJV�DQG�
SKRWRJUDSKV�IURP�KHU�QH[W�ÀOP�DUH�RQ�GLVSOD\�DW�WKH�XQLTXH�JDOOHU\�WKURXJK�
-XQH����

/LYLQJVWRQ�EXUVW�RQWR�WKH�LQGHSHQGHQW�GRFXPHQWDU\�ÀOP�VFHQH�LQ�
�����ZLWK�KHU�VWXQQLQJ�GHEXW�IHDWXUH�Paris is Burning��D�ÀOP�WKDW�LQWURGXFHG�
WKH�PDLQVWUHDP�WR�WKH�ODUJHO\�PLQRULW\�GUDJ�EDOO�VXEFXOWXUH�RI�1HZ�<RUN�
&LW\��6KH�IROORZHG�WKDW�ÀOP�XS�ZLWK�VKRUWHU�ZRUNV��Hotheads ��������
:KR·V�WKH�7RS"���������DQG�7KURXJK�WKH�,FH���������DV�ZHOO�DV�D�SURMHFW�IRU�
(OWRQ�-RKQ·V�VWDJH�VKRZ��(DUWK�&DPS�2QH�ZLOO�EH�KHU�ÀUVW�IHDWXUH�OHQJWK�
ÀOP�VLQFH�Paris is Burning, D�ÀOP�WKDW�LV�ZLGHO\�LQFOXGHG�LQ�WKH�FDQRQ�RI�
JUHDW�GRFXPHQWDULHV��DQG�ULJKWO\�VR��8QOLNH�PDQ\�ÀQDQFLDOO\�VXFFHVVIXO�
GRFXPHQWDULHV�RYHU�WKH�SDVW����\HDUV��Paris is Burning�LV�QHLWKHU�D�SROLWLFDO�
WUHDWLVH�QRU�LV�LW�DQ�H[SRVp��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��LW�LV�HQOLJKWHQLQJ��GHHSO\�
SROLWLFDO�LQ�LWV�LPSOLFDWLRQV��DQG�EULOOLDQWO\�UHYHDOLQJ��ZKLFK�LV�ZK\�WKH�
6XQGDQFH�)LOP�)HVWLYDO�FKRVH�WR�KRQRU�LW�WKLV�\HDU�ZLWK�D�VSHFLDO�VFUHHQLQJ�
HYHQW�

/LYLQJVWRQ�ZDV�EDFN�LQ�3URYLQFHWRZQ�WKLV�VSULQJ�DV�WKH�UHFLSLHQW�RI�RQH 
RI�WKH�ÀUVW�UHVLGHQFLHV�RIIHUHG�E\�WKH�3URYLQFHWRZQ�)LOP�,QVWLWXWH� 
DQG�VKH�UHWXUQHG�IRU�WKH�$03�VKRZ·V�RSHQLQJ�LQ�0D\��6KH·OO�
EH�EDFN�RQ�-XQH���WK��IRU�WKH�3URYLQFHWRZQ�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
)LOP�)HVWLYDO��ZKHQ�VKH�ZLOO�VKRZ�D�WUDLOHU�DQG�SHUKDSV�
D�VHTXHQFH�RU�WZR�IURP�KHU�GRFXPHQWDU\�ZRUN�LQ�
SURJUHVV�(DUWK�&DPS�2QH�

(DUWK�&DPS�2QH�WDFNOHV�WKH�LPPHQVHO\�
FRPSOH[�WRSLF�RI�GHDWK�LQ�D�VHULHV�RI�HVVD\V��
DFFRUGLQJ�WR�/LYLQJVWRQ��7KH�LPSHWXV�IRU�
WKH�ÀOP�ZDV�/LYLQJVWRQ·V�RZQ�H[SHULHQFH�RI�

Jennie Livingston on the Perils and Pleasures of Documentary
by Rebecca M. Alvin

Jennie Livingston’s Paris 
is Burning (1991) screened 
at Sundance as a classic 
documentary.
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Hollywood, CA 1984 by Jennie Livingston



PRQH\���$QG�ZLWK�WKLV�ÀOP��,·YH�
been trying to get humanities money 

EHFDXVH�LW·V�OLNH�ZH·UH�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�
DQLPDWLRQ�DERXW�GLIIHUHQW�FRQFHSWLRQV�
RI�WKH�DIWHU�OLIH��LW·V�DERXW�KRZ�ZH�
YLHZ�RXU�OLYHV�NQRZLQJ�ZH�DUH�PRUWDO��
ZKDW·V�PRUH�KXPDQLWLHV�RULHQWHG�WKDQ�
WKDW"�,W·V�ZKDW�SRHWU\�DQG�GUDPD�DUH�
DERXW�µ

7KH�QRWLRQ�RI�GRFXPHQWDU\�
ÀOPV�DV�SRHWU\�RU�PRUH�EURDGO\�DV�
DUW�LV�QRW�D�QHZ�FRQFHSWLRQ��EXW�LW�LV�
FHUWDLQO\�QRW�LQ�YRJXH��SDUWLFXODUO\�
LQ�IXQGLQJ�FLUFOHV��́ 6RPHERG\�IURP�
WKLV�RQH�KXPDQLWLHV�FRXQFLO�WKDW�,�
PDGH�VL[�DSSOLFDWLRQV�WR�DQG�GLGQ·W�JHW�
WKH�PRQH\�VL[�WLPHV�LQ�D�URZ�>IURP@�
EDVLFDOO\�VDLG��¶\RX�NQRZ�WKH�SUREOHP�
ZLWK�\RXU�ÀOP�LV�ZH�IXQG�ÀOPV�ZKHUH�
WKHUH�DUH�D�ORW�RI�DQVZHUV·����7KH�
TXHVWLRQ�EHLQJ��IRU�H[DPSOH��ZKDW�ZDV�
LW�OLNH�WR�EH�D�&KLQHVH�ZRUNHU�EXLOGLQJ�

WKH�&DOLIRUQLD�UDLOURDG"�7KLV�LV�ZKDW�LW�ZDV�OLNH��,W·V�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�VWRU\�
WR�WHOO��¶%XW�\RXU�ÀOP�·�KH�VDLG��¶KDV�WRR�PDQ\�TXHVWLRQV�·�EHFDXVH�,�FDQ·W�
DQVZHU�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV��
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More than a century into its existence, the cinema still struggles to be 
seen as a true art form. And in an effort to legitimize film as an art on the 
level with sculpture and painting and music, well-meaning film theorists tend 
to privilege one type of film over another. In the face of movies that don’t 
quite fit their preconceived notions about what art is, the tendency is to take 
one of two paths: either over-interpret the “hidden meanings” of the films or 
completely ignore them hoping they will go away. 

Legendary director and producer Roger Corman has been subject to 
both approaches, and everything in between. His own analysis of the film/art 
relationship is characteristically both optimistic and practical.

“I looked at them from the beginning till today as a combination of art 
and business,” Corman says from his office at New Horizons Pictures. “A 
painter, all he needs is a couple of bucks for some paint. A person making 
films needs a crew, a camera and things – needs money. Yet at the same time, 
it is an art form and that’s what makes it unique; the quintessential modern 
art form, and that is an art and a business combined.”

Over the course of his 60-year career and over 400 films, Corman has 
created a body of work known for exploiting societal angst and upheaval 
in an entertaining manner, and for doing so on ridiculously small budgets 
(relative to Hollywood, anyway) and with record speed. One of his best 
known earlier films, The Little Shop of Horrors (1960) was shot over the 
course of two days, reportedly because Corman wanted to break his record 
for shooting a feature (it had been five days for the film A Bucket of Blood). 

In addition, Corman made a series of films based on the writings of 
macabre master Edgar Allen Poe, featuring Vincent Price in perhaps his 
most memorable work. Looking back, Corman says he never intended to 
make a “Poe series” when he made The House of Usher (based on Poe’s The 
Fall of the House of Usher) in 1960, he “simply wanted to make that film.” 
But it came up at a time when things were changing in the film business 
and Corman believed that what had worked in the past was about to stop 
working.

“American International, Allied Artists, and a couple of other 
companies that I was making pictures for had a sales distribution plan in 
which they would put two low-budget black-and-white pictures together and 
send them as a double bill, two films for the price of one, generally in the 
same genre.... Generally shot in 10 days on budgets of 60 or 70,000 dollars,” 
he explains. “American International wanted me to make two more low-
budget horror films. And I told them, which I thought was true, that this was 
a sales gimmick, if you will, that had worked, but I felt that it was coming 

to an end, and I said, ‘let me have a little more money and I’ll shoot in color 
and I’ll have three weeks instead of two weeks, and the film will stand by 
itself,” he recalls.

The film was a success and it led to a series of films of Poe’s stories, 
one of which will be showing in the festival this week, The Pit and the 
Pendulum (1961).

Corman is clear about his intentions as a filmmaker to entertain an 
audience, but he also interjects social commentary into his work. He cites as 
examples two of his most well known films, The Wild Angels (1966), which 
stars Peter Fonda and is largely credited with launching a new genre of biker 
films, and The Trip (1967) (also starring Fonda), which will be shown at the 
Wellfleet Drive-in Thursday night as part of the film festival.

“The Wild Angels, which was the first of the Hells’ Angels pictures... 
it talked about a counterculture of the working class, of people who knew 
they were frozen out of the middle class or upper echelons of society and 
created their own culture, and I made a specific point of that,” he explains. 
“A little bit later, when I did The Trip, which was on the surface about an 
LSD experience, and was, but beneath that there was a statement that this 
was another example, but of the counterculture of the middle class... This is a 
country of class differentiation despite people who think it’s not. I cannot say 
they were of tremendous significance [socio-politically]; I think they were a 
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little bit of significance, however.”
Similarly, one can find a critique of capitalism in The Little Shop of 

Horrors and of the art world in A Bucket of Blood.
Where does a film like Corman’s Rock and Roll High School (1979) 

or Swamp Women (1955) or Suburbia (1983) come from? Are they 
manifestations of cultural preoccupations and undercurrents of the time, 
or conversely, do films like these actually influence the culture and take us 
down a new road? Corman is modest in talking about the influence of his 
work on American society.

“I was probably more influenced than influential,” Corman laughs. 
He then adds, “Oh,  it just occurred to me where maybe my influence was 
overstated. When Ronald Reagan was starting his war on drugs, the New 
York Times called me and asked me what I thought, and I said,  ‘Why are you 
asking me?’ And they said, ‘Well you, as one of the spokesmen of the drug 
movement.’  I said, ‘spokesman for the drug movement? I took LSD one 
time!’ So, clearly some people thought I was more influential than I was.”

But in the business of motion pictures, his influence is undeniable. 
While the films themselves are perhaps more a reflection of the times 
in which they were made, and Corman’s work does not have a Citizen 
Kane to boast, Corman has been instrumental in the careers of a number of 
filmmakers of the New American Cinema and beyond. Directors, writers, 

and actors across a wide range of talent, style, and genre have come through 
the so-called “Roger Corman Film School,” including Martin Scorsese, 
Francis Ford Coppola, Jack Nicholson, Peter Bogdanovich, Ron Howard, 
and James Cameron, to name just a few who got their start with Corman.

Corman himself started out with an engineering degree from Stanford 
University. He made his way to Hollywood and took the familiar route for 
those who want a career in pictures – working in a studio’s mailroom. But 
Corman isn’t the type to take the slow, tried and true path, so after a brief 
stint at Oxford University studying English Literature, he got to work writing 
his own script, which he managed to have produced.

“I started as a writer, then became a producer on two pictures, 
then became a director/producer until the 1970s when I formed my own 
production distribution company New World. I stopped directing at that time 
and became primarily a producer and head of the company,” Corman recaps.

“I stopped directing in 1970. I was doing a picture called Von Richtofen 
and Brown in Ireland and I just became tired. I thought, ‘I really don’t want 
to finish this picture’,” he says. “I had directed over 65 pictures in 15 years. 
I remember one time when I was shooting a picture during the day, casting 
another picture during lunch time, and editing the previous picture at night. 
I remember I got into bed and said to myself, ‘I have to sleep fast,’ and I 

realized at that time that things were getting out of control. I did finish 
the picture – every day I went to the location, I did the work, but I just 
knew I had to stop, at least for a while.”

His recollection reveals the kind of commitment and work ethic 
that is an essential part of his success. Although he intended the break 
from directing to last just a year or so, as it turned out, Corman moved 
into producing almost exclusively, which he still actively does. (In fact, 
when we spoke, he told me he was working on several films, three of 
them in post-production and two in pre-production).

Asked which role he prefers, Corman says, “I prefer both. I 
think the happiest time I had and I think the most creative time was 
when I was a director/producer because inevitably between the 
director and the producer there are going to be sometimes slight 
differences of opinion. Any time you have two people discussing 
some subject, there’s always going to be some difference of opinion 
and each side has to give a little bit. When you’re a director/
producer, you stand or fail on your own decisions and for me that 
was always more creatively satisfying.”
Whatever you think of his enormous oeuvre, no one can deny 

Corman’s penchant for predicting popular trends and meeting the needs of 
audiences Hollywood would rather not take a risk on. 

With that in mind, Corman’s thoughts on the changing face of 
filmmaking in the 21st century seem particularly useful at this moment. 
With the prevalence of digital video cameras and opportunities to screen and 
promote cheaply and effectively online, while at the same time traditional 
channels of distribution and exhibition have become more and more difficult 
for truly independent producers to access, it would seem the time is right for 
aspiring filmmakers to take a page from Corman’s fast, cheap, and prolific 

“The filmmaker requires a cast and a 
crew, and they must be paid. As a result 
our art is somewhat compromised. We’re 
compromised between art and business 
and I think that represents something of 
the compromised world in which we live.”

— Roger Corman, accepting his 2009 Honorary Academy Award



production philosophy.
“A young person - or an older person - can simply gather a group of 

friends, get a camera and a little bit of equipment, and make a film,” Corman 
agrees. “People have approached me at film festivals and given me DVDs 
and they say, ‘I made this picture for  $50,000.’ Now, generally those pictures 
are bad, but every now and then, simply statistically, one or two of them will 
be good and I think careers will be started that way.”

While he admits theatrical exhibition is still the 
gold standard for a film’s release, he is enormously 
optimistic about the increasingly important role of the 
Internet.

“I’ve been saying, ‘The Internet is coming, the 
Internet is coming,’ for years. And I think finally it’s 
come for films,” he says. “I think in the long run, we’ll 
be opening before the entire world with the entire 
world as the audience over the Internet, and the 
entire motion picture business will be changed 
radically.”

Corman says he has a few pictures slated 
to come out in the next year or so, including a 
war story called Virtual Heroes, which reportedly 
blurs the line between reality and video games 
(although Corman was tight-lipped about the plot 
other than to say it is “very unusual”), and the very 
fun-sounding 3-D television movie, Attack of the 
50-Foot Cheerleader, which came about when 
the Epix Channel mistakenly thought Corman had 
made the B-movie classic Attack of the 50-Foot 
Woman (1958). In reality, that film was produced 
by Bernard Woolner, although Corman did actually 
design the poster for it, which he says is now in the 
permanent collection of the Museum of Modern Art 
in New York. He is also just finishing up  a Chinese 
co-production called Ghost of the Imperial Palace, 
which he says came about when he saw a picture of a great set 
that had been built by the Chinese national television network 
for a different project. He built the whole movie around using 
that set – another trademark Roger Corman move.

As this year’s recipient of the film festival’s 
Filmmaker on the Edge Award, Corman could not be 
a better fit. The ability to make even one independent 
film is a Herculean effort that requires a multitude of 
skills, incredible stamina, and talent in a variety of areas. 
To that end, the sheer volume of work Corman has 
completed is staggering. But also, he stands as a great 
example of the tenacity it takes for any artist to succeed 
in getting their vision out to an audience – a process that 
inevitably involves compromise.

Although Corman agrees the art of compromise as 
an integral part of filmmaking, he insists, “ I didn’t make 
that many compromises for this reason: I knew in front 
how much money I had to spend, so that I had to design a picture within that 
budget... You could use the word ‘compromise,’ but you could also say I 
think of it more as ‘an awareness of the practicalities of the situation’.”

Roger Corman will participate in a live interview conducted by John 
Waters in the Filmmaker on the Edge Awards Ceremony Conversation with  
Honorees at Town Hall on Saturday, June 16, 5 p.m. as part of the 
Provincetown International Film Festival. His film The Trip will be shown  
as part of a double-bill at the Wellfleet Drive-in on Route 6 at the Eastham-

Wellfleet town line on Thursday night, June 14, starting at dusk, and his earlier 

film The Pit and the Pendulum will screen on Friday, June 15 at 10 p.m. 
at the Waters Edge Cinema, 237 Commercial St.,, 2nd Fl., Provincetown. 
For tickets and information, visit the box office at the Crown & Anchor, 247 

Commercial St., Provincetown, or check www.ptownfilmfest.org.

1954 Monster from the Ocean Floor (Producer)
1955 Swamp Women (Director) 
1955 Five Guns West (Director) 
1955 The Fast and the Furious (Producer) 
1956 The Oklahoma Woman (Director) 
1956 Gunslinger (Director) 
1956 It Conquered the World (Director) 
1957 Carnival Rock (Director) 
1957 Not of This Earth (Director) 
1957 Rock All Night (Director) 
1957 Teenage Doll (Director) 

1957 Sorority Girl (Director) 
1958 I, Mobster (Director) 
1958 War of the Satellites (Director) 
1958 Machine-Gun Kelly (Director) 
1958 Teenage Cave Man (Director) 
1958 She Gods of Shark Reef (Director) 
1959 A Bucket of Blood (Director) 
1960 Ski Troop Attack (Director) 

1960 The Wasp Woman (Director) 
1960 The Little Shop of Horrors (Director) 
1960 Last Woman on Earth (Director) 
1961 Creature from the Haunted Sea (Director) 
1962 The Premature Burial (Director) 
1962 The Intruder (Director) 
1962 Tower of London (Director) 
1963 The Young Racers (Director) 
1963 The Raven (Director) 
1963 The Terror (Director) 
1963 The Haunted Palace (Director) 
1963 X (Director) 
1964 The Masque of the Red Death (Director) 
1964 The Tomb of Ligeia (Director) 
1965 Voyage to the Prehistoric Planet (Producer) 
1966 Blood Bath (Producer) 
1967 The St. Valentine’s Day Massacre (Director) 
1969 Target: Harry (Director) 
1970 Bloody Mama (Director) 
1970 The Dunwich Horror (Producer) 

1971 Gas-s-s-s (Director) 
1971 Von Richthofen and Brown (Director) 
1974 Caged Heat (Producer) 
1974 Cockfighter (Producer) 
1975 Death Race 2000 (Producer) 
1976 Fighting Mad (Producer) 
1978 Deathsport (Producer) 
1978 Piranha (Producer) 
1979 Rock ‘n’ Roll High School (Producer) 
1980 Battle Beyond the Stars (Producer) 

1981 Galaxy of Terror (Producer) 
1982 Forbidden World (Producer) 
1983 Suburbia (Producer)
1987 Munchies (Producer) 
1988 Andy Colby’s Incredible Adventure (Producer) 
1990 Frankenstein Unbound (Director) 
1991 The Unborn (Producer) 
1994 Hellfire (Producer) 
2002 Escape from Afghanistan (Producer) 
2007 Supergator (Producer) 
2010 Dinoshark (Producer) 
2010 Sharktopus (Producer)

Corman is known 

for giving new 

filmmakers a 
chance to direct, 

including: Ron 
Howard (Grand 
Theft Auto); Martin 

Scorsese (Boxcar 
Bertha); and Francis 

Ford Coppola 
(Dementai 13).




