fFocus

Despite Shortness of Money,
Feature

BU Grad Zak Lee Directs First

by Kevin McCarthy

The trouble started when the grane thar was going to make up
much of the funding for Zak Lee’s first feature film didn't pan
out. "'hen their ambitious leteer-writing campaign vielded a set
of paper-cut hands and a run on stamps, Then the free lawyer
down at the free lawyver association told him he and his fellow
alums from BUs graduate film production program were nuts for
wanting to shoot a feature film — mavbe chey should ger inrto plas-
rics,

T'he cards are rarely stacked in favor of the independent film-
maker who wanes to shoot on film, with a reasonable budger, and
in Boston. Bur Zak Lee and his friends and cohorts — from BU
and their own production cooperative film group, Roadside
Pictures — have somehow managed to keep the wolves at bay, the
rent paid, and their sanity in relative check, Oh, and their firse
feature, called Shortness of Breath, is in the can.

Pre-production started in January 2003, Shooting saarted in
Seprember. Lee is currently editing the film — and cutting a
trailer to try to ply money from that grant thac fell chrough when
the picture was just a gleam in the filmmaker’s eve and a hole
ready to be burned through his wallet,

I'he 1lm is about a guy who fancies himself as a characrer right
out of a Jeun Lue Godard flm — let's say, Breathless (get ich).
T'hings happen, and he and his lady fricnd are forced on the run.
T'he idea came in a burst ol inspiration while Lee satin a French
New Wave class ar BUL

With the help of his producer, Joanna Jefferson, and his co-pro-
ducers, Nina Farouk and Derek Frank, Shortwess of Breath became
the perfeet first full-length project for Roudside Pictures, which
started as a loase collective when Lee, Jefferson, Farouk, FFrank,
and fellow classmares Jeft Stern, Pegeen Quinn, Keith Brown,
Mike Fleiseh, and Mare Pavne (like Lee, all 2002 graduates), all

hir the road ro shoot their graduate thesis films in the summer of

2002,

Aside from planning to shoot Shostness of Breath, che collective

sought to encourage the ever burgeoning [ oceasionally submerg-

Lead actor Beno Chapman sits in a diner in a scene from
Shortness of Breath.
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Matt Payne (left) consults with director Zak Lee (right). Rob
Peyrebrune looks on.

ing Boston lilm scene chrough weekly open screenings in
Cambridge. Despite the challenges of fundraising, the group is
actively involved in supporting Mike Fleisch as he currentdy
shoors his first feature film, One Degree, in locations as far flung as
Boston, Brazil, and Greece.

To learn a lictle more abour Zak Lece's first-time feature film-
making efforrs, we spoke to him by telephone, while he was ona
holiday break from his current job teaching film production at
IFitchburg State College.

What made you want to shoot a feature film?

I think part of me juse wanted o see if | could do it, vou know?
It’s sort of what vou're building vourself up for. | think. [ don’t
think anvone wants to make short films forever, 1 think 1 count-
ed fourteen shore films 've made — or something like that. So
figured it was time to make a feature film,

Did you feel emboldened by modeling your efforts after anyone in
particular?

Umm. | don't know. [ chink it was sheer stupidity, precey much.
I hadn’t known anyone clse who had done a feature, | oreally
don’t know whirt gave me the courage to do it or why | thoughe
I could do it, or anvehing like that. 1 chink 1 fele like Twas ready

to make one, so | did.

If you knew then what you know now, would you have gone ahead
with it at this point?

Yeah, [ chink, obviously, | would have done some things differ-
ently. Bur vou're alwavs going to sav that when von go back and
look atr something, but — really it was just curiosity to see what
was invelved.  Bur being naive is alwavs helpful in chose situa-
tions.

It seems that you had some unique timing in that you had a
whole mess of free help living around here and willing to do
this.

[ Continued on page 14]



[ Zak Lee, from page 8]

Yeah, and that was what sort of gave me
the courage w do i, Realizing that not
evervone wis going o bhe here forever.
And there were all these people that were
really talented, and who would work for
free and knew me, | knew | could do it
with them, and it would be casier than not

doing it with them, basically.

Who spearheaded the financing of the film
and how did you approach it?

It was interesting, Funding is such o
murky thing when vou stare tlking about
thar,
ning about whether or not we were soing

We had a big debuare ar the begin-

to dovicas o Tor profic” or as o non-profir,
I think we felr that if we wene non-profit
we could ger granes, Bur there were sull a
lot of legal issues abour how to so abour
doing that. So right away we had o gera
Laiwver, which we  gor throngh  che
Volunreer Lawyer Association of America,
And he basically told us we were nurs and
why did we want to make chis movie, and

whar were we thinking — that sort of stuft,

S0 we sort of discounted evervehing he
said and went ahead and made ica nen-
profic. And there was this grane - che LEF

Moving Inage Fund — which awards up o
$20,000 or something like that. So. we fig-
ured, “we'll [apply] and hopefully ger chis
grant and that will take care of all of our

Of course, we got

production coses.”

rejecred.

Thar’s when we started this lerer-writing,
campaign, which tnrned our absolurely no
money whatsoever, So we figured that

wiasno going o work.

I think we were on “Plan D7 when we
finally figured our we would — basically —
ask all of our friends and family, have a
fundraiser, invire every human being we
know., Iy to ger as much [free] soofl as
humanly possible, hopefully ser enough

money to shoot i, and... e was down o

the wire, basically, "T'he rest of it was just
asking people here and there for whatever

they could spare, and rhacs how we did i

I precey much — we all = burned even
bridge we had [laughs|! There are pleney
of people that probubly never want to do
us o favor again, buc we gor che film shor!

I guess that's what counts in the end.

What's the plan for the film once it's fin-
ished?

We just enter every fesoval thar seems
like they might accepr the film:  Then
hope thatr we ger inte some of them, and
that people like it and wanr to warch it or
whatever, I we're extremely lucky —
which probably is the sume chances of
being struck by highmming = we'll find a
distriburor and hopefully thev’ll do a che-

arrical release.

Bur [ think the more likely thing is o ger

inte as many festivals as possible and gen-

crate enough interest thar mavhe we can
find people to fund another project. And
hopefully do this whole thing over agan, |

think that'’s the ultimare goal right now.

How does that make you feel when you
think of doing it all over again?

b

definitely planning myv nexr couple of

h, it's frightening - like right now, I'm

projects already, which 'm sure just terri-
fies all my friends and Family. Bur vou

have to keep going,
Lol

Ciet more infornation on the filo, the filvr-
nikers, and Roadsiede Pictures ar
waa roadsideptotires.com. Roadside

Pictures &ill soon be vesuning their monthiy
Open Seveening series. Chek ot the areduire

for prore tnformaiion.



