
When Jonathan Demme walks into his New York office on a warm spring morning, he’s preceded by Kit-Kat and 
Millie, the former an eight-year-old grey poodle, the latter a one-year-old white poodle. He fills an enormous, 
ornate ceramic bowl with water. “It’s a gift from the city of Philadelphia,” he explains. The bowl is one of many ar-
tifacts in his spacious, sun-soaked office that link back to the 50-plus projects that he’s worked on throughout his 
40-plus year career as a film director. There are the French doors that lead to his editing room, which are decorated 
with rows of head shots, stacked three-by-eleven on each door, of the cast and crew from Demme’s most recent 
feature, Ricki and the Flash. There are posters from Stop Making Sense and pins from The Manchurian Candidate. And 
then on his bookshelf there are books like Dave Eggers’s Zeitoun, which will be lost in Hollywood history as adapt-
ed scripts that never made it to screen.

Demme is eager to talk about these projects, about “the many roads that sometimes lead to nowhere.” Not be-
cause he’s sentimental. Jonathan Demme is NOT sentimental. His films, the colorful Haitian art that adorns his 
office, the cosmos-colored joggers that he wears–they’re all reminders that Demme is a romantic, confident that 
the past can never be repeated, energized by a bright vision of the future. Demme wants to talk about films that 
never saw the light of a projector because he’s proud of them–you know, the same way he’s proud of Silence of the 
Lambs or Philadelphia. There’s no hierarchy in the way he talks about his work. Or if there is, it doesn’t correlate to 
box office numbers or critical reception or even a film’s having been released.

Which perhaps helps to explain Demme’s eclectic filmography. Good luck unlocking a comprehensive theory of 
Demme. There are signature Demme shots–he loves subjective camera–but there’s not a signature Demme sheen, 
as there is for Sofia Coppola or David Fincher. He hasn’t obsessed over a locale like Martin Scorsese has with New 
York or Paul Thomas Anderson has with Southern California. There’s no signature Demme genre, protagonist, the-
matic muse. He’s constantly refocusing his lens. Take 2003 to 2006, for instance: Demme followed The Agronomist, a 
DIY portrait of Haitian broadcaster Jean Dominique, with The Manchurian Candidate, a political conspiracy thriller, 
with Neil Young: Heart of Gold, a country concert film. What? If there’s a through line to be found between these 
films, and in the rest of Demme’s work, it’s celebration–of outstanding individuals, real and fictional, who make 
America, and the world more broadly, so wacky and beautiful. 

J o n a t h a n 
D e m m e

Jonathan Demme on set of  Rachel Getting Married. Photo by Bob Vergara, 2008

52



Demme himself is such a character. Even at 70, having recently battled serious illness, he’s constantly compelled 
forward by inexplicable energy and progressive vision. His America isn’t some idyllic utopia. It’s ‘great,’ but that 
greatness isn’t derived from some nebulous nostalgia; it’s diverse and inquisitive, idiosyncratic and messy.

The Pink Monkey staff sat down with Jonathan Demme this spring for a peek into that world. He reflected on his 
favorite young artists, his career–both the projects that came to fruition and those that didn’t–and race in Holly-
wood.  

So what have you been working on recently?
I’ve been finishing, finishing, finishing this Justin Timberlake performance film which is called Justin Timberlake 
Plus the Tennessee Kids. We’re currently making little mix tweaks. We decided to add one more song last week.  We’re 
expecting the film to be in IMAX and multi-plexes in September.

That’s his 20:20 Tour?

Yes. What we did was... Justin asked me at a certain point if I thought there was a Stop Making Sense style approach 
that could work with his show. Obviously I’m a big Justin Timberlake fan. So I went to the 20:20 show and flipped 
for it and thought we could probably do something pretty amazing with that show. So, we follow them on the last 
five or six dates they had leading up to their final dates in Las Vegas on New Year’s  2015 where we shot two nights. 
It was nicely super-charged, them having been on the road together for two years, knowing this was their last per-
formance. That they really love each other and the dancers very much, it was an emotional experience. We have that 
added value in the feeling of the film. 

Does that happen a lot? Artists approaching to you, you having done Stop Making Sense?

It doesn’t happen very much. It happened here. And about three years ago Kenny Chesney was doing a show down 
at the Jersey Shore and I was invited to direct it. 

Storefront Hitchcock and the Neil Young concert films, those were your ideas?

Storefront Hitchcock, yes. The Neil Young films, Neil did the song “Philadelphia” for the movie Philadelphia. We liked 
that experience of working together and I said, “You know, if you ever need a video director...”–though he’s a very 
good filmmaker himself. He invited me to shoot four songs from the “Sleeps With Angels” album–something he 
did with Crazy Horse, and it turned into a DVD called Neil Young: The Complex Sessions. 

And then I shot this movie somewhere around the turn of the century, the remake of the Manchurian Candidate. 
It was a huge production, fraught with all kinds of studio politics and intrigue. It cost a lot of money to make. We 
came in on budget, but it was a really expensive movie to make–arduous process. And at the end of that I found 
myself thinking, I’m over this for a while, I don’t want to direct feature films for a while. I made good money on Man-
churian Candidate so I was like, I’m going to go on sabbatical. So, I have my little office down on Cedar Hill [Avenue] 
here in Nyack, and I’d go in there every day and, you know, relax, have a life. 

Then about a year later I started itching to shoot something. I didn’t have a documentary going on at the moment. 
I called Neil Young up because he had invited me, while I was in preproduction on Manchurian Candidate, to direct 
his movie Greendale. I loved that album so much, and I loved that concert so much, so I would have loved to have 
done that but I had this other gig to do with Manchurian Candidate. So I called him back to say “Hi.” I didn’t really 
know him that well yet. I said, “Hi, just wondering if there’s anything you need filmed?” I really hated having to pass 
on Greendale. Which I had subsequently seen, and I thought it was magnificent, his version of it. He told me he was 
working on this new album, Prairie Wind; that he had an aneurysm and thought he was perhaps in close range of 
death and had written all these songs in this moment of maybe I’m not going to be around too much longer. He said, 
“maybe we can do something with that.” I was like, “I’d love to hear them.” The songs were so moving, so fantastic, 
that I called back and said “Let’s film this album somewhere, maybe out on the plains of Canada.”  We wound up 
deciding to turn the album into a Nashville stage show, taking a time warp approach, filming at the legendary Ry-
man Auditorium.

Those costumes are great.

Aren’t they cool? And Manuel, who, by the way, has to dream the costumes before he can design them, came up 
with what we see on stage there. It was really a superb experience. We were into preproduction and I suddenly did 
the math, like, “Neil, wait, Prairie Wind lasts about fifty-four minutes. We want to have about a ninety-minute 
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movie here. Would you be interested in doing some older songs as a part two to this film?” He said, “Sure, so long as 
I can choose from the Nashville songs that I’ve written, songs that fall into that mode, have been inspired, written 
in Nashville.” 

Going back to The Manchurian Candidate, were you not satisfied with the process of making a blockbuster mov-
ie, or was it the final product that you had issues with?

I liked the way the film turned out. Although one of my fantasies is to screen it for an audience one day and then 
beg the audience to explain it to me. I think I understand it, but is it understandable? Especially this rogue element 
of the FBI or whoever they are.

Even if you don’t understand it, that’s a movie that feels relevant. Even if you don’t follow every bit of the plot, 
the themes are very resonant.

Good. Good. I like the way you put that. For me it’s more of a felt film than an understood film. But my problems 
were, it was a huge budgeted movie… though, we didn’t go over budget–again I want to stress we came in under 
budget. I’ve never gone over budget. That’s one of the reasons I’ve been able to stay in the game. But close to $100 
million were spent to make that film. I have to say, I found myself not being super comfortable. I found myself hav-
ing thoughts about what else that hundred million could have been spent on. Especially seeing Napoleon Dynamite 
that same summer–seeing this perfect film made for $400,000. It’s this perfect film, and I thought, You know, I’d love 
to make a movie like that. That’s filmmaking for you. We can gather all the experts together and all the great actors and 
have a strong script and spend a fortune. That’s one thing. But it doesn’t appeal to me anymore. Now I want to try. If 
I’m going to direct at all after my sabbatical, it’s either going to be exclusively documentaries or low budget movies.

In some strange way was Napoleon Dynamite inspiration for I’m Carolyn Parker [a DIY documentary that follows 
a New Orleans woman and her family post-Katrina]?

Hmm, you know, yes. In the sense that it gave me the confidence that if you have strong subject matter, even if we 
have never heard of the subject matter, if we can get in there in the right way and make a strong film out of it then 
we’ve done it. So, yes, this was confidence building. 

Carolyn Parker really came from, first and foremost, probably my growing love for documentaries over the years. To 
this day I have loved them more and more, and it’s been very exciting to be in this era where more and more docu-
mentaries are being made. They’re even fighting for screens now. 

It’s not the most aesthetically beautiful film, but she’s such an amazing character.

I’m glad you saw that. Yeah, she sure is. Specifically, Carolyn Parker was an outgrowth of me as a Northern per-
son witnessing the horror of the plight of the people of New Orleans. And hearing about people who were go-
ing back into their homes and finding the neighborhoods had been basically devastated and abandoned. Of course, 
the media had left after the floods dispersed and the bodies got bagged. So I went down with [producer] Daniel 
Wolff, with a camera to witness. That was my excuse, to bear witness. I started meeting these extraordinary people. 

That led to me wanting to do a documentary that would take the form of four seasonal visits one year after the 
floods so we can witness the progress and changes in these peoples’ lives, people who I met and quickly fell in love 
with . . . . I’m Carolyn Parker is one of five portrait documentaries set against that backdrop that I hope will become 
a quintet some day.

We wanted to ask you about Black Lives Matter, especially concerning race in Hollywood. Your films are very 
colorful and diverse. Do you encounter resistance from Hollywood when you’re trying to make a movie that has 
people of color who aren’t necessarily Denzel Washington? Obviously there were no Oscar nominations for 
Black actors this year – how does that happen?

Gosh. I, like you, have been thinking about this a lot. I wrote a little something that got put up on Deadline Hol-
lywood.  In trying to get my ideas on paper I really came to the conclusion that it is the same thing, the same race 
problem that we have everywhere. There has to be an interest in Black lives on behalf of the non-Black population 
in order to get more films made, get audiences to see them, have them win awards, make money, etcetera. 

Let’s start with that brand name, Black Lives Matter. Black Stories matter! Black films matter! Watch them! You 
know? I’m convinced. And this isn’t putting anybody down either because we’re racist, especially my generation. 
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Not y’all’s generation, it’s much better. But we were 
raised just on European imagery, and European books, 
and European history, and more. There was no African 
history taught to me anywhere in my public school 
experience, ever. Never ever. So this is all stuff I had to 
learn about when I got out into the world and started 
meeting people. I grew up in an all-White communi-
ty on the south shore of Long Island. Thank god my 
family moved to Florida, to Miami, and things opened 
up for me, working with black people, hanging out 
with them, going to clubs and churches with black 
friends in segregated Florida. But that’s the thing, how 
do you get people to have a desire to see and experi-
ence things outside of their comfort box? 

I made this movie Beloved from the great Toni Mor-
rison novel. We were in Chicago, my son and I, just 
as it was opening, and I wanted to see Beloved on the 
screen with a real audience, in theatres. So Brooklyn 
and I go to this cinema and there’s two things show-
ing, Beloved and Rush Hour. I was like, “OHH I want 
to see Rush Hour! It’s a Friday night, I’m exhausted, 
Beloved is great, I know it, I even made it! but I want 
to go in that Rush Hour door and have fun.” So maybe 
there’s a dimension - do you think? - when we want 
people to dare to experience Black stories and Black 
films if they’re not Black themselves. Is there a dimen-
sion of we want you to take your medicine? Do you think 
it’s a perception that it might be too challenging?

It’s striking how present and dominant Black culture 
is in a lot of the arts and yet not so much in mov-
ies. Listening to rap music is not medicine but then 
suddenly watching Tangerine is. You know?

You’re right. There’s just a tremendous wave of Black 
plays, Black themed plays, over the past couple of 
years. It’s incredible. It seems like there is always 
something very edgy, very exciting to see now. Hamil-
ton is just one example of that. 

Do you think it’s because movies are more expensive 
to make than plays or records? And maybe, again, it is 
that competition for us to make our choice to see the 
Black Lives Matter film instead of Mad Max - which 
I adore - instead of seeing The Revenant. If there are 
so many films around, which there are today, it makes 
it that much harder. I do think that’s changing. You 
look back two years ago, 12 Years a Slave, how did 
that break though? Maybe because it was such a good 
movie, it had to break through. But that broke through 
big time. Maybe people are also afraid. I was nervous 
about seeing Son of Saul, because it’s the holocaust. I know it’s going to be profoundly distressing, so especially if it 
is serious Black Lives Matter theme . . . Fruitvale Station, fantastic movie, you know, I don’t know how that did at 
the box office. I don’t know who the audience was, who actually showed up for that movie. But everybody should 
have shown up. They would have had an amazing experience; their eyes might be opened up a little more to the 
Black experience.

Jonathan Demme on set of Rachel Getting Married. Photo by Bob Vergara, 2008
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Do you think it is changing at all?

Yes, I do. I feel like these issues of Black participation, Latino 
participation, People of Color participation, women’s participa-
tion, in all aspects of the movie business and other business, I feel 
like we’re living this through now, where people can’t get away 
from having to make a choice. Where maybe a few years ago it 
wasn’t that big an issue, it wasn’t plunked on the national forum. 
You could just think of White males and not go, You should do 
due diligence here, you might come up with something much better, 
you could have reached a wider audience. I do feel that the widest 
audiences imaginable are the ones that will show up when White 
audiences open up to Black stories. Not just historical amazing 
revelations of the past, like 12 Years a Slave, but any story. 

I love to cast colorblind, it’s so much fun. Rachel’s husband in 
Rachel Getting Married was not scripted as an African-American 
character, but when I started working with our casting directors 
in that movie... you know, none of the characters in this mov-
ie are particularly likeable, the character of Kim especially is 
kind of irritating. I know that Anne Hathaway, by playing this 
very naturalistically and bringing herself to the piece, will get 
people on her side. Jenny [Lumet]’s script was very stealthily cast 
that way… I just wanted to cast likeable, excellent actors in that 
movie so that the audience can have fun being with this group 
of people from the leads down through the whole gang. I asked 
Bernie Telsey and Tiffany Little-Canfield, our casting directors, 
to bring in their favorite actors, we didn’t care about gender, we 
didn’t care about age, race, etcetera. We just had everybody read 
a bunch of stuff. Tunde came in and was a fabulous naturalistic 
actor and I was like, “I like him more than anyone else who came 
in as a person. He’s the husband.” We went that way. 

Anyway, I do feel more and more the trend is shifting. At night if 
you watch The Daily Show and The Nightly Show, you have back-
to-back hosts of color and their guests are frequently guests of 
color. It’s all mixed up; but I think those shows are doing really 
well. TV is probably breaking down more barriers over the past 
few years. Key and Peele. It’s great stuff going on.

Are there other ways that you navigate that besides colorblind 
casting? We’re just thinking – 

I know what you mean. That is the core question we’ve been nib-
bling around. 

So, there’s a script, a beautiful, beautiful script written by Marcus 
Hinchey for a film called Come Sunday. It’s a true story, amazing 
story about a great Evangelical preacher named Carlton Pearson, 
who decided there was no hell and at the peak of his popularity 
– peak of his popularity! – he had an enormous, eight thousand 
strong congregation. But he kinda lost everything because he re-
nounced the notion of Hell, saying God would not make a Hell. 

So anyway, Marcus worked on this script, I worked with him for 
almost a year, and we sent it to Jeffrey Wright, and Jeffrey loved 
it. Jeffrey came on board but we were quickly hearing from the 
West Coast financiers, “Black picture, no superstars in the cast, 
budget is maximum five or six million dollars.” Now that is a lot 
of money. But in terms of the way you spend money to make 
movies, to make period movies with large crowds, that’s not go-
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ing to be enough. In the olden days if I had been one of the producers I would have done many things to the end 
of getting that film made. The studio heads really responded well to the script but they didn’t know how to sell this 
Black film without a big star in the lead. Jeffrey Wright, who has had such a formidable career so far, this is going to 
put Jeffery right over the top. He’s going to put us over the top, and we’re going to put him over the top. 

But the West Coast people said, “This is all we can get, the studios have passed.” Everything is done by agents. 
The producers find out that the studios passed because their agent calls up to tell them. In the olden days we were 
talking to the people at the studio and if they loved the script but didn’t know how to sell it that’s when we jumped 
in our cars, went roaring over, to convince them and capitalize on their enthusiasm, to try and get them to share the 
dream. It’s not done like that any more. Studios pass: Okay, we need to depend on foreign sales. They pre-sell the 
foreign sales on the basis of a script, not a movie. The little tiny commitments come in from all the countries, Okay 
that’s going to be your budget. Then out of the money that comes from these foreign sales, the foreign sales agents take 
a huge cut of that off the top, so if they can get, let’s say, six million dollars to make your movie, now you’ve got four 
million dollars because the foreign sales agent has taken the rest. It is something that has happened to me a couple 
of times. It illustrates the wall you can hit. 

In the spirit of Come Sunday, we wanted to talk about some other projects that never got made. Can you speak to 
what happened with Zeitoun?

Zeitoun is, of course, an extraordinary story. It’s an extraordinary story of heroism; it’s an extraordinary story of sup-
pression and racism. A gripping book, did great, people love it, it’s assigned in schools. There’s one problem, though, 
with Zeitoun for a movie audience: Its hero is a Muslim. The hero family is a Muslim family. Who is going to go see 
that? I believe that the story is so rich that we can do it in such a way that we could reach a huge audience, change 
some hearts and minds for the better.  I like the idea of animating Zeitoun; instead of hiring actors and stunt people 
to float around in the water as the floods are sweeping New Orleans, let’s draw it. 

Because of the power of [Dave] Eggers’s book, people were interested. But again it’s the same thing with Come Sun-
day with Jeffrey Wright, Yeah but... People didn’t come out and say it, but this idea of Gosh, we’re Islamophobic here in 
America and this movie has a Muslim as a hero and it’s going to take 15 million dollars to make as an animated film. There 
were those who believe this could actually make a difference in that regard, that’s one of the great reasons to make 
this film. Not only is it a great story, not only does it shed light on the horrendous behavior of security personnel 
after Katrina but it is a great human story and [Abdulrahman] Zeitoun emerges redeemed. It has a happy ending. 
He goes through all this stuff. 

I started working with Charlie Griak, an animator/illustrator from Minneapolis who was doing amazing story 
boards; and I was writing the script, the story boards are going in, we’re really growing. We went from an outline to 
a very strong script, and finally a multimillionaire from Houston, Texas who wanted to get into the movie business 
says “I’m going to finance this”–by the way, he is a Muslim–and he is putting this company together that is going to 
be his movie company. He’s going to do it. We have a deal. We have a celebration in New York, the Zeitoun’s come 
up from New Orleans, Eggers comes from L.A., Curious Pictures, the animation studios, we’re all there. We have 
this great meal. Amir El Saffar, who is a fantastic jazz musician here in New York–he’s in Rachel Getting Married - 
he’s there doing incredible Syrian music. It’s all there, and then a week or so later the guy from Houston wants to 
make a couple of changes, some protections in the deal, and it goes away. The people he had brought into his com-
pany are telling him, Who knows if people are going to see it? You should have ‘this’ way to get out, ‘that’ way to get out. 
We had a completely locked in deal. Money, financing at the end of the day killed Zeitoun in the same way it did 
Come Sunday. 
Did your experience with Swing Shift, the way Goldie Hawn sort of doomed that project1, change how you ap-
proached the business of making movies? And did you develop strategies to make sure that experience never 
recurred?

Yeah, definitely. And it can be summed up in two words: final cut. After that, I was just like I’m never ever going to 
put my work and the work of all the other people who gathered to make a movie at the mercy of any other person’s sheers. 
And that was the best decision I ever made. 

For me, it was either do that, insist on that, or stop doing it. It was horrendously painful because again, as a director 
you’ve got your own vision and the work you’ve done, but you’re also the steward of the work that everyone else has 

1. During production of  Swing Shift, in 1984, Goldie Hawn fell in love with co-star Kurt Russell, and proceeded to de-
mand that new scenes be shot in order to make it a film about her character and Russell ’s character rather than her character 
and Christine Lahti’s character. It has since become notorious for the conflict between its star, director, and producers. Warner 
Brothers ultimately appeased Hawn, and forced Demme to recut the film.
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done -- the composer, the camera man, the editor, the actors, costume, production design; everybody’s just without 
even thinking about it, trusting that their work will be served well by you, the director. And if I permit that work 
to be taken away, then oh, it hurts. That was another point where I was like, I don’t know if I want to do this anymore. 
But I also shot Stop Making Sense during the Swing Shift debacle, and when that got finished and came out and was 
received with great warmth, that kind of revived my interest in keeping going. 

And then I met the people at Orion pictures. Unfortunately, the company is no longer with us. But Orion was like a 
Camelot. It was like, “Come filmmakers, show us the script you want to do; we’re financiers, we’re not movie mak-
ers; we’ll give you the money and then we’ll try our hardest to release it well.” 

I did a bunch of movies for Orion, produced, directed, including Silence of the Lambs, which was one of their last 
movies… How did we get to Orion? ...Final cut! Final cut was not an issue with them. That was amazing. And then 
because Silence of the Lambs was so successful at the box office, then I was just indisputably – no one’s ever ques-
tioned the final cut thing after that; if you make a picture that impacts enough, that’s it, you’re a final cut director. I 
don’t even know to what extent that’s going on anymore.

So prior to the interview, you said that you’d be interested in talking about “projects that never came to be and 
the many roads that sometimes lead to nowhere,” which is really interesting, but raises the question: Is there a 
reason that projects that didn’t get made were interesting to you right now? Has there been something recently 
that made you want to talk about this? 

Art and paraphanila adorning Demme’s Clinica Estetico office in Nyack, NY, 2016
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What folks don’t realize is that filmmakers put a lot of work into ideas they love that never see the light of day. 
Now, that’s probably not true of Steven Spielberg and certain others. But for me, for us to be able to talk a little bit 
about Zeitoun, it feels good because I’m proud of Zeitoun even though I didn’t get to make it. And I’m very proud of 
the time I spent on Come Sunday, working with Marcus Hinchey, Carlton and some of the producers. 

And I worked for a year on a wonderful script by Heather McGowan, called Old Fires; and again, we didn’t have big 
stars–I wanted Bryan Cranston, coming in fairly freshly off of Breaking Bad, and Jennifer Ehle, and Elle Fanning 
to be the leads. And those are all amazing actors, capable of attracting audiences, but none of them were box office 
draws. So once again, great compliments from the studios on the script, but this definitely had an indie feeling; it 
wanted to be an indie. And again, producers on the west coast get their foreign sales reps together and find out–it’s 
all done by computer by the way–so literally, for Bulgaria or the UK or Peru, they’ll feed the elements into a com-
puter--actors, genre, director equals ‘this much box office in that country’, and ‘this is how your budget gets raised.’ 

What I said, because I’m so old school–I’ve been making movies since the 1970s, when I started out with Roger 
Corman–“Why try to sell a script to distributors when you might just make a great movie out of it that they can see 
and really want, and move beyond the computer print-out way of doing things?” 

You say that you’re old school, but at the same time you’re obviously very progressive both in your views, and you 
have a modern sensibility for moviemaking, and you dress pretty modern… So do you really think that you are 
old school? 

Well, I like to think that I think young and fresh. I’m an extremely open person, I just always have been. But I’m 
burdened by what I’ve learned about the business, and then I’ve seen the business change more and more and be-
come odder and odder to me–the movement towards more and more corporatization, more and more computeriza-
tion in terms of deal making, etcetera, the financial aspect. So I’m saddled with an old fashioned perspective on that 
side of things that I still embrace. Maybe things will swing back?

Are you worried at all about the future of filmmaking?

No. I think there’s so many more terrific films being made now than at any other time in history. More and more 
people are doing it. By now there are no more secrets about what’s a good look for a film. Anyone can look at any-
thing; even shitty movies have great looks now [laughs]. So you can make strong films if you’ve got the story and 
characters and enough money to do it right. 

And also I love the YouTube revolution, where people make a movie for nothing and put it on a medium where 

Jonathan Demme with producer and long time friend Gary Goetzman on set at Ricki and the Flash,, 2015, photo by Bob Vergara
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people watch it for free–done just for the sheer joy of storytelling through film. There’s an awful lot of crap, and 
there’s also great things that happen. You can make amazing discoveries–Broad City started there for crying out 
loud!

And yeah, the independent, foreign films, documentaries, it’s just such a great eruption. 

And yeah, as long as I’ve got a camera I’m going to want to shoot. But the thing is, you get really well paid if you do 
a studio movie, and yes, you can have your final cut–but in addition to making the movie, which is what you’re really 
being paid for, what I see and hear about is more and more of a sense that the studio owns you. And because they 
pay you so well, at the end of the day you must see it their way. And that could be about content in the movie or the 
nature of the ad campaign. Anything. Stuff where filmmakers used to be partnered. Directors, producers, whether 
they’re successful yet or not. You were partnered with the distributors. You came in. You talked around a table. Your 
ideas were heard. And together you fashioned stuff. Now you’re not really welcome there anymore. Again, I’m sure 
there’s certain directors and producers who manage to keep that great control. 

On a recent movie that I did, it was produced by two super powerful producers, you know, the marketing people 
knew what they wanted to do. Our concerns, critiques, recommendations, suggestions, complaints, just fell on deaf 
ears. 

Was that Ricki and the Flash? 

Yes.

So you know, you work for a year or two on these things and then it falls into the hands of “idea” people who just 
take your movie and run with it. And it’s like, “Sorry–Oops, that was a bad marketing approach.” 

Has that changed at all for you? Are you more or less willing to fight for different creative choices than in the 
past? 

I want to avoid finding myself in that spot. Yes, I have found myself there. And, you know, I have to say that as 
a filmmaker you have to believe that in terms of this particular story that has drawn you, which with the help of 
many, you’ve shaped, that you know best what’s going to work for the audience. So if the executives or the market-
ing people come in with polls and tests results of their campaign ideas–they do these polls and tests, and if you test 
shit against crap is there a winner? That’s what happened on Ricki and the Flash. They’re like, “This tested best of all.” 

But no, you’ve got to stick to your guns because you’re the audience representative if you’re the director. You’re the 
custodian of the hard work that all the artists on both sides of the camera have done. 

Do you have a particular audience in mind when you make movies? 

I’m making it for the subject. And with a belief that if I can get this overheated about this story, this subject matter 
or this person, others will! I mean, that’s the daring conceit that you have to have as a filmmaker. That’s really it. 

But let me tell you one other thing, just that at this stage of the game, because I had health issues last year that re-
quired a lot of treatment, the treatment was very debilitating, I kind of like quote unquote “lost a year.” And during 
that time it’s been a nice taking stock time. And I have no ambitions really in terms of making a number one movie, 
winning awards, getting great reviews. I have no competitive spirit in me at all. I’m out of competitive spirit. I have 
the desire to make films for, I guess smaller audiences. The Justin Timberlake film, oddly, will reach a very wide 
audience. But in terms of the stuff that attracts me, I’m just not interested in wading back into the higher fees and 
greater risk of being pushed to compromise. 

Quick lightning round. Are there any filmmakers that are young and not many people know of that you really 
like?

Yes. I just saw a film by a young Brazilian director named Gabriel Mascaro called The Neon Bull. It was BRIL-
LIANT! And this guy’s going to explode. 

The work of young filmmakers interests me a lot more than the work of older filmmakers. There’s a documentary 
filmmaker named Sean Gallagher who I’ve met at the Jacob Burns Film Center. He does fantastic documentaries. 
I’m always excited to see what Sean does next. 
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But the answer I want to give to that is that I’ve become com-
pletely obsessed with the Duplass brothers. Anything with 
their name on it. Whatever side of the camera they’re on, I 
know it’s going to be good. It’s unbelievable. Where did these 
guys come from? When will they stop? I think my fantasy 
would be to find myself working on a Duplass movie. One 
way or the other. 

It feels like they’re making everything right now. 

And it feels like they can really make no mistakes.

Do you have a favorite theater? 

I have to say the Jacob Burns Film Center because their pro-
gramming is great, including letting me program there. And 
I also love the whole zeitgeist behind the Jacob Burns Film 
Center. When you buy a ticket there, you are supporting the 
Burns’s efforts to send volunteers into the local schools and 
help kids in underfinanced school districts learn about anima-
tion and stuff. So that’s a win-win-win over there. I also love 
Film Forum in the city. And I love IFC. And I love the Zieg-
feld, which died this year. I can’t believe the Ziegfeld is gone. 
But I’ve kind of learned not to fall in love with movie theaters 
because all the ones I’ve loved over the years have closed. And 
you have to kind of thank god for the multiplex.

What were some of your favorite movies from the past year 
or so?

The Revenant, Son of Saul, Mad Max: Fury Road, Tanger-
ine, Legend, Maverick, Krisha, Francophonia, and Entertain-
ment. 

Demme’s younger poodle, Millie, spent the majority of our time at the 
Clinica Estetico office chewing and, apparently, digesting the midriff 

of America’s ham headed hero, Karl Rove. 

And then movies I’ve seen that haven’t come out. The ones I saw at film festivals last fall–did you ever see Eleven Minutes 
or The Childhood of a Leader? Free in Deed? These were all brilliant films I saw at the Venice Film Festival. 

Do you have any kind of routine that helps you stay creative? 

Yeah, my morning routine is to go out with my dogs into the woods and drink coffee and procrastinate about doing all 
the important things that I ought to do that day. 

Any books that you feel like anyone, but especially 20-somethings, should read?

There’s a book I’m reading right now that I’m loving. It’s called You Too Can Have a Body Like Mine.  It’s a great, great 
writing style and then you look at the picture of the author [Alexandra Kleeman] and I think she’s like 26 or some-
thing. H for Hawk by Helen Macdonald is a life changer I read recently.

Last question. In your interview with Rolling Stone in 1994 you talked about your three greatest convictions, and they 
were, “helping people having a hard time is less a duty than a pleasure,” “bigotry is more the result of ignorance than 
evil,” and “goodness is deep in the American grain,” and I’m wondering if you still feel that way.

I do. That’s why I’m not upset about Donald Trump. Sometimes it takes the greatest negative provocation to bring out 
the best in us, and I see that happening again. And especially on these issues. Let’s do fight it out about immigration. 
Let’s do fight it out about Islamophobia, transgender equality, racism and institutionalized sexism. Let’s really get it on. 
In the same way things exploded in the late ‘60s, which I was very much front and center for. So this is a good thing. I 
have confidence in the outcome.
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