


Learned From Roger Corman

(continued from page 49)

A publicity photo of himself and Bruce Dern riding their choppers
in The Wild Angels gave Fonda the notion that became Easy Rider.
From the outset he planned to make his movie Corman-style,
going on the road and taking advantage of'local production values
wherever possible. For the Canadian film journal, Take One, he
described how he envisioned his movie:“Let’s get to Mardi Gras in
the film; we’ll have a lot of free costumes and shit like that, a real
Roger Corman number where we don't have to pay.”

Those who've worked closely with Corman know that as a
moviemaker, he has great faith in the post-production process. He
tends to feel there’s no movie that can’t be fixed by some creative
editing and a new ad campaign. Director Joe Dante, who began as
a Corman editor and trailer-cutter, recalled that when an ambitious
New World film called Cockfighter (1974) flopped at the box office,
Roger was quick to devise a plan of action. He told Dante, " We're
going to take the truck chase from Night Call Nurses, and we're
going to take the dynamite scene trom Dynamite Women, and we'te
gonna cut “em all together in a one-minute montage. And 1 want
you to cut it into the movie right when Warren Oates goes to bed
and turns the lights out. And that will be a dream sequence. .. put
all this stuft in the trailer, and now we're going call it Born to Kill.”

Ron Howard learned a different lesson about the power of
editing. When Howard made his directorial debut with Grand
Theft Auto (1977), Corman insisted on screening the finished
film at a preview house that registered viewers’ enthusiasm by
means of a graph. Says Howard, “We'd look at those graphs,
Roger would spread them out on the floor, and he just kept
trying to cut out the stuft between the peaks—which would be
a liedle ludicrous at times, But [ have used a similarly ruthless
philosophy on every film I've done since then. It really raught
me a lot. As a result of that honing and shaping, there 15 no
question that the movie becomes more enjoyable to the audi-
ence.” While today, as a major Hollywood mogul, Howard
enjoys final cut, “I still rely very heavily on those preview audi-
ences, because sometimes you're surprised [to find that| certain
things are just not communicating as you'd hoped.”

Like Ron Howard, a number of Corman alumnt have gone on to
direct megabudget studio films. But one who has stayed committed
to indie moviemaking is John Sayles, known for charting his own
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course on projects like City of Hope and Lone Star: Sayles came to
New World as a published fiction writer without screenplay experi-
ence. In the course of crafting the scripts for Piranha (1978), The Lady
in Red (1979) and Battle Beyond the Stars (1980), he got priceless
storytelling tips from Corman and his longtime development exec-
utive, Frances Doel: “When do you need suspense rather than
action? When do you need some action? When do you need some
comedy to give people a break from the suspense? Thats what
I found that Roger and Frances were very good at.”

Sayles also learned how to write for a Corman budget, and how
to approach a script in terms of its marketability. Such pracucal
experience served him well in 1980, when he wrote and directed
his own 840,000 feature, Rerurn of the Secancus 7.1 started with
very little money and said. "What can T do well2” says Sayles,
whose tenacious hold on his artistic independence has always been
the key to his career. He turned down Corman’s offer to invest in
Secaricus 7 because he didn’t want the obligation connected with
using somebody else’s money. In choosing to go it alone, forging
his own path free of outside interference, Sayles in some ways has
shown himself to be Roger Corman’s truest heir.

More recent Corman alumni have not always had the same
opportunities to learn from the master. As the years have gone by,
Corman has increasingly distanced himself from the day-to-day
business of moviemaking. Nor has he always been the supportive
father figure that carlier generatons remember. The Oscar-winning
cinematographer Janusz Kaminski best recalls from his Concorde-
New Horizons stint (1988-1991) the energy that went into evading
some of Corman’s imperious dictates. Because Roger disapproved
of dolly tracks as overly time-consuming, they had to be quickly
hidden every time he set foot on the Concorde lot.

Although the newest Corman graduates haven't had the benefit of
working under Rogers direct tutelage, learning to fend for them-
selves has been its own lesson. When Rodman Flender was tapped to
make his directorial debut on The Unborn, he looked forward to the
ritual of the director’s speech. When at last the great day arrived,
Corman merely told him, “Rodman, you know most of this stuft.
Frankly, I'm just tired of the sound of my own voice.” So Flender was
left to rely on his own bag of tricks—which is, in fact, exactly what
Corman wanted. In ending a meeting with young moviemakers,
Roger often says, “Use your own best judgment.” His alumni have
learned that the most important thing they can do to uphold the
Roger Corman spirit is to simply trust themselves. IVEIVE

ground for sour grapes, but, she admits, she’s also typical of Corman-watchers in that
she can't resist a certain amount of affection for the man. She’s done her homewark,
and brings both insight and minutiae into focus. She presents Corman in all his many
forms: Corman the high-speed problem solver; Corman the prideful Hollywood
outsider; Corman the cinematic mentor; Corman the charming raconteur at parties
and dinners; and, above all, Corman the walking contradiction: an engineer's mind
eternally in opposition to an artist's sensibility.

In his own book, Corman admits, with an almost audible sigh, that he never
made the kind of film he felt he could make. Many of his former associates opine
that his fixation on budgets (read: low budgets) is a big reason why. As an
unnamed Corman alumnus says it in Gray’s book: “When he has to pay out, when
he gives up money, it's truly an emotional sacrifice he's making. For him to give
up money is literally to give up a piece of himself."
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book, Roger Corman: An Unauthorized Biography of

the Godfather of Indie Filmmaking was published by
Renaissance Books in 2000. Here, she reflects on
the many lessons Corman has taught her and
scores of other moviemakers (p. 48).

Paula Schwartz, a graduate
of Columbia University, has
had a lifelong love affair
with movies and theater. For
the past 18 years, she has
the culture
of the New York
Times. She has a rich fantasy

worked in

section

life, fueled by the three to five movies a week
she’s seen over the past three decades. She lives
in New York with two dogs, a Shih Tzu named
Yasmin and a Maltese-mix called Henry. Here,
she talks with director Wayne Wang about his
latest film, The Center of the World (p. 68).

B. Strunk received
second place in the 1983
Sony AFI/Visions Compe-
tition for his documentary
Bury Me on the Wind.

Later, inspired by a powerful

Joel

encounter with author
Stephen King, Strunk

bought an antiquated PC and began to write. The

recipient of several film festival awards, he
recently earned finalist in the 2000 Nicholl
Fellowships in Screenwriting Competition. The
Maine-based married father of two, who stll
spends much of his time on the ocean, is currently
represented by Becsey, Wisdom & Kalajian,
In this issue, Joel talks about the experience of
being a Nicholl Fellowship finalist (p. 34).

Karen Holly began writing at
age 7 and had her first story
published at 10. For a while,
she took a detour and
became a lawyer. After recov-
ering from that near-fatl

she realized it

experience,
. was at least somewhat useful
in the area of film production. Last vear, she

started a small production company and wrote
and produced her first 25-nunute disaster. She
next wrote two feature-length comedies, which
are currently being packaged. Karen also helps
other writers with submitting their material and
negotiating options, sales and  co-production
deals. In this issue, she talks with seript consultant

Linda Seger about copyright protection (p. 86).

Jason Reitman’s short films, Operation, H(w, In
God We Tiust and gulp, have played at over 70 filim
festivals from Sundance to MOMA. Jason
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making of his latest short film, gulp (p. 50).
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