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 Over the course of this year so far in Independent Study and Mentorship class, I have 

learned how much I initially underestimated my study. There is so much more than producing 

film and television than people originally think. It is not just about creating and telling a story, but 

in addition it is about planning ahead and being a part of a team. One piece of advice I gained 

from some of the interviews I conducted is that it is important to also know how to business 

works. Some people who want to work in this industry do not realize how essential it is to their 

success, and therefore end up making mistakes. Especially since my original work for ISM is 

taking on both creative vision and working with real clients, I need to know the business side so 

I will be able to make good decisions and work well with others. 
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 The first article I read, “‘Directors These Days Really Have to Understand the Business 

of Film’: Producer Christine Vachon in Wroclaw”, discussed how the well-known independent 

film producer, Christine Vachon, defines her role as a producer. She says how hard it really it to 

make a film when managing the finances and budget. According to her, “Directors these days 

really have to understand the business of film otherwise they can’t keep making films…”. She 

also talks about how directors should not be perfectionists all the time. While it is good for a 

director to stick to his or her vision, maintain the aesthetic, and make quick fixes, it makes the 

work relationship between a director and producer nearly impossible because directors 

ultimately cost the studio more money as well as time and as she puts it, “Film has no value 

until it’s done”. Personally, I admit that being a perfectionist is something I need to work on 

whether I want to be a director or not. I need to be able to understand that sometimes it just 

does not go the way it’s planned and that is okay. As long as I stick to my vision, I can be able 

to turn any sticky situation around.  

 The second article I read, “The Economics of Film Production and Importance of the 

VFX Pipeline”, talked about controlling costs effectively on set and while making a movie. It 

discusses how working in states with favorable tax and labor conditions are significant in 

lowering losses from producing a film. Also, production companies often rely on their movies’ 

success from the opening weekend they are released. A lot of profit is made from that weekend, 

and can help determined profit for the future. In order to maximize profit, the production has until 

a certain time to work on a movie until its delivery date because the release cannot be pushed 

back. Additionally, this time needs to allow for hype to be built up among audiences. I honestly 

had no idea at the beginning that so much goes into making profit off of movies. It may be a 

director’s job to get the film’s vision right, but the truth is that directors cannot do their jobs if 

there is no money to make movies. Before I start my next project, I need to figure out how 

realistic it is and can it be done on a teenager’s budget. 
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All in all, I realize that as film and television keeps on reinventing itself with new 

innovations and technology, the work relationship between a director and producer remains 

constant, and those who cannot be able to keep their cool and work with their superior should 

not be in this industry. Furthermore, directors should keep in mind how much business matters 

to not only a film’s success, but theirs as well. The reason that directors such as Steven 

Spielberg and Martin Scorsese have been able to do so well in the industry over the years is 

because they understand how to work with film studios both artistically and professionally. In 

ISM, I want to gain those essential skills to further my potential for success. I believe that with 

the help of a mentor, I can do just that. 
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“Directors These Days Really Have to Understand the 
Business of Film”: 
Producer Christine 
Vachon in Wroclaw 

by Ashley Clark in Filmmaking, Production 
on Nov 21, 2013 

“I’ve been around so long that I’ve seen the 
‘death’ of independent film at least three times” – Christine Vachon, Producing Masterclass 

Widely regarded as one of the key figures in American independent cinema, Christine Vachon is now well 
into her fourth decade of film production. Her first feature film as a producer was Todd Haynes’ corrosive, 
Jean Genet-inspired Poison (1991), which set the tone for the host of fearlessly confrontational films that 
followed, including Tom Kalin’s Swoon (1992) and Larry Clark’s Kids (1995). In 1996, alongside Pamela 
Koffler, Vachon co-founded the NYC-based production company Killer Films, which has been behind a 
remarkable string of lauded American indies including, but not limited to, Kimberly Peirce’s Boys Don’t 
Cry (1999), Haynes’ Far From Heaven (2002), and, in the past year, Ramin Bahrani’s At Any Price and 
John Krokidas’ Kill Your Darlings. 

At the recent 4th annual American Film Festival in Wroclaw, Poland, Vachon was the subject of a career 
retrospective. She also delivered a witty, informative masterclass on the art of independent film 
production, and spoke of her key career achievements and professional relationships. I was on hand to 
capture the highlights. 

On defining her work as a producer. 

I identify material. I work very closely with directors – frequently writer-directors – to help them realise 
their vision. I help them package the film. I help them find talent and take that package to market. All the 
while, I cheerlead and push. Kill Your Darlings took about seven years – in those years I had to keep up 
my enthusiasm. I had to keep saying: why are we making this film? Why is this film important? What are 
we trying to say? How can we make it on the resources we have? 

These days when there’s a lot of downward pressure on the budgets of the movies we make, when we 
have to be more and more inventive about how to make our films work with the amount of money we 
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have, we really need to be able to chart the audience. I only succeed as a movie producer if my movies 
make their money back. And the only way I can do that is to have an idea who the audience for my films 
is, and how to reach them. 

It’s very hard to separate the creative and the financial. Directors these days really have to understand 
the business of film otherwise they can’t keep making films. I have to continue to make the creative and 
the financial work together and still make the film that we want to make. 

When you start a film production, it’s all a great plan on paper. But once you start trying to execute the 
plan it can explode in a billion different ways. If an actor doesn’t know their lines on day one, your plan 
goes into the toilet. And it does happen! So you have to learn to adjust because you can’t replace the 
actor. Producing is a lot about people management but it’s also about a massive amount of flexibility and 
adaptability and being able to re-work your plan once you see what the problems are. Horrible things can 
happen, but the only really horrible thing that can happen is if someone gets hurt. You just need to listen 
to what people have to say, and make them feel heard. 

On what to look for as a producer. 

 

I look at a script, often with a director attached. What I’m looking for is: is the story original? Is it 
something I want to see? I’m looking to see if the director is someone who can go the distance. More and 
more because our films are so cast-driven, I’m looking to see if there are parts in that script that can 
attract strong casts. [Parts] that are challenging, exciting, where you can imagine an actor reading it and 
saying, ‘I want to do that!’ Then I have to ask myself if I’m confident in selling it, based on the cast or 
based on the story – sometimes it’s a story that feels particularly zeitgest-y. But I have no sixth sense as 
to whether something is going to be profitable. A fair amount of the time I’m lucky to guess right a little bit 
more [than others.] 

On the role of directors. 

When I deal with a director who is obsessed with perfecting his or her vision I am very sympathetic. Right 
now, when we are struggling to make movies for the amounts we used to, we are constantly interrogating 
the script, the vision and the aesthetic to figure out what we can and can’t compromise on. I can’t work 
with a director who doesn’t have any ability to compromise, but I have to work with a director who has the 
ability to say: “This is it. I can’t go further” – because at the end of the day it is his or her vision that I’m 
there to support. When a director is obsessed with perfection, I can handle that. 

A “psycho” director is someone who can’t make their days, alienates the actors, and is unable to bring the 
team together. It comes back to the one thing: are you united for a common vision? If not, you’re on a 
runaway train. Film has no value until it’s done. If you realise at the beginning of a production that you 
may have a director who can’t see it through, it’s really scary. We keep trying to think of a test that we can 
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give to a director to see if they are crazy or not. We only thought of one question, which is: ‘Do you have 
a relationship with another living thing?’ [laughs]” 

On working with first-time directors. 

A first-time director needs a fantastic short film: there’s no excuse for them not to have one at this point. 
They need to be able to articulate what they’re trying to do effectively enough to sell to actors, financiers. 
Actors can be skeptical. Every time I meet with one, I say “Would you work with a first-time director?” 
Some of them say yes, others know they’re gonna be on set for a long time with no creature comforts, so 
they’ll say, “If I’m going to do that, I want to be in the hands of a director I can trust. 

On her working relationship with Todd Haynes. 

[Haynes’ 1987 short] Superstar The Karen Carpenter Storyepitomised everything I wanted to do, perhaps 
even before I knew it yet. It was smart, moving and provocative, but really entertaining. I thought, “I don’t 
want Todd Haynes to produce anything again which doesn’t have my name on it.” So far, that has been 
the case! That movie was an epiphany for me. Sometimes it’s great to be absolutely ignorant because at 
that point I had no idea how hard it [the industry] was. I made Poison, we took it to Sundance, we won the 
Grand Jury Prize, and I thought: how hard can this be? I’ve never won it again! Sometimes ignorance is 
bliss. 

Later, Mildred Pierce had so much support – we were working with HBO – it was a movie where everyone 
who worked on it in every department was at the top of their career. When you’re working on an 
independent film – and this is the exciting and difficult thing – you’re often working with a lot of people 
who are doing their jobs for the first time. And there’s an energy that comes with that that can be very fun 
– but there’s also a lot of difficulty. Mildred Pierce was like a finely tuned machine: almost effortless. 

On the growing role of television. 

Filmmakers in their 20s and 30s now grew up in a golden age of television. When I grew up, television 
was supposed to be stupid. It was supposed to be what you did to relax at the end of the day. If you 
wanted to see something important or artistic, you went to the movies. Now, TV is where you go to see 
anti-heroes, ambiguous endings and more challenging stuff. That’s what people are talking about in the 
office on Monday – the ending of Breaking Bad. 

The only way independent films are going to continue to have any share of a theatrical market is to be 
truly alternative and truly original. That is something we face every day. The market has expanded and 
forced everybody involved in storytelling to investigate what makes something theatrical, and whether a 
particular story needs be theatrical. 

On the current state of independent film. 
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This time is very similar to the early ‘90s. Back then, we were saying, “We are going to do it our way. We 
are not going to ask for permission.” The tools for us to do that with were different to what they are now. 
But now, that’s come full circle and there are a lot of filmmakers saying the same thing – but they have a 
lot more access to technology than we did. I think it’s a really interesting time for American independent 
filmmaking across the board. Filmmakers are saying, “I just want to tell stories, and I don’t have to tell 
them theatrically. I just want to tell them the way I want to, and I already know how to find my audience. 

You can’t finance movies the way you could five years ago, where films were financed based on what the 
DVD sales would be and what foreign markets would bring. Now this has changed drastically, but making 
films is cheaper than it ever was because of digital equipment and stock. We shoot our films quicker than 
ever before so the budgets have changed hugely. When I first started making features, we thought a 
super-short shoot was 35 days. Now we shoot features in 20-21 days. The idea that you can take the 
same material and take off a third of the time… I didn’t think was possible. That’s been a real education. 

There’s a phrase that I used to say all the time in the late ‘80s and ‘90s – “Let the budget be your 
aesthetic.” Now I think it’s come back again as we’re all struggling to figure out how to make movies on 
much reduced means. It means: “Celebrate what you don’t have. Celebrate your limitations.” 

On the future. 

I always find myself on each film thinking, “This is a new challenge that I have to figure out!” That said, 
sometimes I still feel like I’m doing it for the first time. I don’t have any complacency at all. Sometimes I 
feel the weight of experience that I want to get rid of a little bit. I like working with new directors who want 
to do things in new ways and I don’t want to be a naysaying producer because I like to be surprised – 
there are different ways [to do things] as technology changes and our relationship to it changes. I try to be 
open to that. 

I feel like we’re in a time of great change and I can’t identify exactly what’s going to happen or how it’s 
going to affect the stories we tell. You can choose to see this time as glass half-empty or half-full. I think 
opportunity and change are always good especially in a business that moves like the Titanic. It’s very 
hard to turn things in a different direction. Yet somehow people still keep figuring out ways to tell original 
stories, which is what it’s all about. 

I’ve been around so long that I’ve seen the death of independent film at least three times. And somehow it 
keeps emerging like a phoenix from the ashes. Ted Hope recently republished a piece on his blog from 
1993 that was exactly what people are saying today: “That’s over! That’s it!” But it’s just like the French 
proverb: “The more it changes, the more it stays the same.” 
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The Economics of Film Production and Importance of the VFX 

Pipeline 

By Renee Dunlop 

By Marty Shindler, CEO, The Shindler Perspective, Inc. 
Movies are at times a very lucrative, but more often, a very risky business. For a major studio, making a movie 
is an expensive process: one that typically costs from $50 to $250 million before marketing and distribution, 
which can add a further $100 million or more to the total investment. 
Thanks to this blockbuster mentality, the profits from a successful movie can be very large. Yet the losses from 
a $250 million film can be large as well. On average, some 65–75 percent of the movies made will lose money 
for their investors. Approximately 15–20 percent will break even; only 5–10 percent will be profitable. 
To control costs effectively, studios make a concerted effort to produce their movies in states or countries that 
offer favorable tax conditions, many of which actively offer tax incentives to movie productions as a way of 
stimulating their economies. 
As a direct result, many visual effects facilities have set up operations in the same locales. As well as tax 
incentives, these often offer lower labor rates. In many such locales, the combination has enabled an industry 
to grow where one was not previously present. 
Furthermore, making movies is not only a costly business but a time-consuming one. The process of 
developing a movie property— beginning with the basics of story and characters, through scriptwriting, pre-
production and pre-visualization, budgeting, shooting, post-production and visual effects, and on to 
distribution—can take 36 months or more. 
Yet the commercial value of all those months of work hinges on just 2 critical days: the movie’s opening 
weekend. The release patterns of major movies from major studios are dictated largely by the need to 
maximize the return on marketing investment for this opening weekend, particularly where the studio does not 
have confidence in a movie’s ability to perform over a period of time—or in the language of the industry, to 
“have legs.” 
Major unscheduled events, whether resulting from national or international politics, or simply the weather, will 
play havoc with the opening weekend. While some movies can survive an occurrence of this sort, many do not 
and most never quite make up the box office lost. 
The opening weekend cannot simply be put back: release dates are set far in advance, primarily due to the 
need to gain a competitive advantage on certain weekends, such as holiday periods and school vacations. 
Production is geared toward meeting those ironclad targets, starting at a point when there is, in theory, 
sufficient time to complete the movie—but not too far ahead of the release date, so the studio can manage its 
cash flow better. Since the date is set so far ahead, there is no “we’ll finish the work tomorrow”. Organizations 
that do not meet their delivery dates often do not get a second chance on future movies. 
VFX is typically the last major department to complete its work on a movie, and thus the pressure to perform 
efficiently is enormous. For those facilities carrying out dimensionalization work—the conversion of a fi lm from 
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2D to stereoscopic 3D, a process that often overlaps with, and extends beyond, the creation of the visual 
effects—deadlines are even shorter, and the pressure to complete work on schedule even greater. 
In order to reliably produce work on schedule, while keeping rates as competitive as possible, there are a 
number of measures a VFX facility must take. These include, but are not limited to: 

● Developing a robust pipeline, organized according to the many tasks that are required in order to 
complete the work as efficiently as possible 

● Making sure that the overall workflow is communicated to all who need to know, from internal 
personnel to those at the studio, so that there are no unwanted surprises 

● Communicating with the various other vendors from whom elements of the work are to be 
received, so as to be able to plan accordingly 

● Using a DAM (Digital Asset Management) system that enables management and project producers 
to see at all times the status of the various shots being produced 

● Making artists aware of the estimates that have been made for the time required to complete each 
shot 

● Communicating the status of the shot to the studio when required 

● Maintaining all equipment in the best possible fashion 

● Developing benchmarks for the types of shots being produced (this enables the facility to estimate 
the time—and, if applicable, materials—required to produce a shot, and the resulting cost, for use 
in future bids) 

● Tracking the cost to complete selected shots against the bid so as to refine the bidding process, 
enabling the facility to bid competitively for future work 

 


