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It's incredibly difficult to navigate one independent film through the entire process from fundraising,
development, production through post-production, distribution and release. Many aspiring filmmakers February 2016

never make it through that gauntlet (most getting hung up at the fundraising phase, though drop-offs occur December 2015
October 2015
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during each stage of the production). And among the much smaller group of filmmakers that successfully
completes and distributes a debut feature, some can't muster the wherewithal to enter the arena a second
time, this time with eyes wide open.

When | met Russell Emanuel, he was showing his fourth
feature film, the sci-fi thriller Occupants, at D.C. Independent
Film Festival. The film has won 33 awards on the festival
circuit and follows an ill-advised experiment by a
documentarian and her husband to set up cameras
throughout her house to follow their progress on a new
diet. That innocuous mission leads to some startling

discoveries about who's sharing the house with them. | was % : : G e’ £

impressed not only with the film, but with Russell's mastery of the filmmaking production cycle. He's made
four (and now five) wholly independently financed films. | asked him to talk about his experience building a
moviemaking mini-factory and his collaboration with actors to bring his vision to the big (and small) screen.

Hunter: You've worked in several genres, but there seems to be a current of the horror genre running
through your work. Why horror? What is it about you that's attracted to this genre? What purpose do you
think the genre serves for our culture?

Russell: There's something about horror that brings out the best and worst in us. I'm a thinker by nature, so |
internalize things. That's why | especially enjoy psychological horror. My feature film Occupants is of that
genre. That said, horror films are also entertaining and that's one thing | hope to achieve in my filmmaking -
entertaining people who watch my films.

Hunter: Thinking about what entertains the audience in the first place probably translates to a larger, more
receptive audience later on. Maybe that mentality has helped you complete and distribute so many films.
Let's dig into the acting, though. The alternate reality that you set up in Occupants presents an interesting
challenge for the actors since they play different versions of the same person. How did you go about
building that with your actors? Were there any challenges?

Russell: What | did was first have my actress Briana White, who played Annie Curtis, and Michael Pugliese,
who played Neil Curtis, get to know each other once they were both cast in the film. Since they were playing
a married couple, | wanted them to be familiar with each other’'s mannerisms. | also created an intricate
backstory of both their primary and parallel versions. And once we were done filming their primary
versions, | “wrapped"” their characters and then sat them down to discuss their “new, parallel” character's
backstories.

Hunter: That must've saved so much confusion - to film the entire primary version and only then shift to the
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parallel version. Smart. When you're developing characters with actors, how closely do they match in your
mind's eye with the actor or actress you eventually hire? Are they usually pretty close? Or quite a bit
different? Why?

Russell: Well, it all depends. Since | didn't write the script (it was written by the incredible Julia Camara), what

I did was try to see her characters and make them my own. Robert Picardo was always going to play the Dr.
Alan Peterson character in the film, which is the primary reason Julia decided to option the script to us, since
Howard and | have worked with Bob Picardo for six films already. That said, | was very very happy to cast
Michael Pugliese and Briana White in their respective roles, after an extensive audition process.

Hunter: Speaking of actors...one of my favorite questions for film directors is, 'What makes you trust an
actor? What makes you distrust an actor?'

Russell: Well, that's a good question! | trust an actor who doesn't ‘act’ but actually ‘does’. Basically, an actor

who can listen to his acting partner and can emote with natural feeling. | really don't like actors who act only

for the sake of being in the spotlight, for the glitz and glamour.

obviously set up a VERY good process for making feature
films. | mean, to make one is very difficult and you've
already made five, right? How did you transition from
getting that first one done to creating a whole mechanism
to make movie after movie after movie? Honestly, it's very
inspiring.

- § Russell: Thanks for those kind words. | have two words to
describe this - Howard Nash. He's my producer for every film | have directed including the one we just
filmed this July called The Whisper Project. He took a chance on me after seeing my short film Girl With Gun,
which | directed back in 2004, when it garnered numerous awards and screened at the San Diego Comic-
Con.

Hunter: So, basically, the answer seems to be finding a super competent producer that believes in your
work. What's your favorite part of the filmmaking process - developing the script, fundraising, casting, pre-
production, production, film festivals, distribution? What's your least favorite part?

Russell: I think my favorite parts are the production and post-production processes. That's because during
production you get the raw footage and in post-production you put that together and create movie magic!
My least favorite part is fundraising as it takes a lot of time to do so, such as doing crowdfunding like
Kickstarter and Indiegogo, and | have done both.

Hunter: One thing | admire about you, Russell, is that you've
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Hunter: | don't enjoy fundraising, either, until there’s a meeting where | do. But congratulations for going
through the process so many times. Between all your films, how many film festivals have you attended in
your life so far as a director? It must be dozens! What's your best advice to flmmakers for getting the most
out of a film festival?

Russell: The film festival circuit is definitely very interesting. It takes a lot of time, including traveling to the
various festivals (we screened Occupants in 26 U.S. states as well as Toronto, Moscow, and London) and it is
not possible to attend all of them. However, | try to attend as many as | can. It's actually very worthwhile.
First, you get your publicity materials ready such as postcards, posters, one-sheets, trailers, etc. Then you
network with other filmmakers - such as yourself Hunter. You also get to be a tourist and see the wonderful
parts of the world!

Hunter: You deserve some travel and some fun with how hard you work and what you've accomplished! =

Check out Russell's work at www.russem.com and his new film Occupants at www.occupantsthemovie.com

Hunter Lee Hughes is an actor-filmmaker living and working in Los Angeles and founder of the open source
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