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Introduction
Throughout much of its history, American television has been denigrated by various cultural and social commentators as a commercial mass medium where standardized generic programmes are broadcast to passive and undiscerning audiences (Anderson 2008: 25-7; Newman and Levine 2012: 15-16). Television has been perceived in these terms as antithetical to ‘artistic expression,’ critical thought and discerning tastes (15-18). Simultaneously, within the Hollywood industry and according to the trade press, television work has frequently been regarded as a ‘stepping stone’ to feature film work, a source of quick and easy pay, or a sign of failure – a step down that most established feature film talent want to avoid (see, for example, Lovece 1987; Miller 2013; Lyttelton 2015).

In the 2000s and 2010s, however, television’s reputation has improved and dynamics between film and television been partially rearranged following a combination of technological, industrial and social developments.[endnoteRef:1] These developments include a fragmentation of television’s mass audience following a proliferation of pay cable channels and platforms, an increase in authorship discourses during the promotion and reception of certain shows, changes in television’s technical qualities enabled by HD big screen TVs and surround sound, and the emergence of on-demand modes of consumption owing to technologies such as DVRs, DVDs and the internet (Anderson, 2008: 28; Newman and Levine, 2012: 9, 38; Jenner 2018: 63-4). Giving rise to legitimation discourses ‘disarticulat[ing] some forms of TV from the commercialism that has so long tainted broadcasting,’ certain modes of television production and consumption have consequently been reframed increasingly as more worthwhile endeavours (Newman and Levine 2012: 135; see also Anderson 2008: 37-8). [1:  As Christopher Anderson (2008: 26) as well as Michael Newman and Elana Levine (2012: 4) point out, although adjustments in television’s reputation and the veneration of certain programming has occurred throughout much of television’s history, it is only since the late-1990s and early-2000s that notions about its improvement really solidified.] 


One manifestation of this shift has occurred during the 2010s as an increasing number of indie-auteurs, filmmakers associated with American indie film, have begun migrating to television to take on directing responsibilities for the entirety, or majority, of full seasons of certain premium – expensive, extravagant, event – programmes. Examples include Cary Fukunaga directing the first season of True Detective (HBO, 2014-19), Steven Soderbergh directing both seasons of The Knick (Cinemax, 2014-15), Lisa Cholodenko directing Olive Kitteridge (HBO, 2014), Mark and Jay Duplass directing all but one episode of Togetherness (HBO, 2015-16), Paul Haggis directing all episodes of Show Me a Hero (HBO, 2015), Amy Seimetz and Lodge Kerrigan sharing directing responsibilities for the first two seasons of The Girlfriend Experience (Starz!, 2016-present), Joe Swanberg helming Easy (Netflix, 2016-present), Zal Batmanglij directing the vast majority of The OA (Netflix, 2016-19), Jean-Marc Vallée and Andrea Arnold directing one season each of Big Little Lies (HBO, 2017-19), Spike Lee helming all nineteen episodes of his adaptation for She’s Gotta Have It (Netflix, 2017-19), David Lynch[endnoteRef:2] directing all episodes of Twin Peaks: The Return (Showtime, 2017), Fukunaga helming all of Maniac (Netflix, 2018), Vallée directing all of Sharp Objects (2018), Ava DuVernay directing When They See Us (Netflix, 2019), Greg Araki helming the entirety of Now Apocalypse (Starz!, 2019), and Nicolas Winding Refn directing Too Old to Die Young (Amazon Prime, 2019). [2:  Significantly, Lynch migrated to television in the early-1990s when he co-created Twin Peaks (1990-91) and Hotel Room (1993). Although Lynch only directed 6 of Twin Peaks’ original 30 episodes and 2 of Hotel Room’s 3 episodes, his migration to television drew significant attention and provides a reminder that the migration of indie-auteurs to television is not entirely new.] 


In popular discourse, indie-auteurs are often perceived as being highly autonomous authentic artists with unique visions and a proclivity to innovate. Accordingly, some critics perceived the indie-auteurs’ migration to television as indicative of their pursuit of creative autonomy and commitment to creating quality innovative work (Sternbergh 2014; Greenwald 2014; Miller 2015). Furthermore, whereas American television drama productions are usually overseen by a writer-producer ‘showrunner’ with directors being hired on a freelance basis to shoot just one or two episodes (see Mittell 2015: 89-90), the indie-auteurs’ sustained directing roles have led some critics to assert that the programmes are ‘distinctly the work of film directors who have made television conform to them, not the other way around’ (Scott 2020). Representing a continuation of legitimation discourses, therefore, the indie-auteurs are perceived as having transcended television’s commercial mass media limitations and traditional modes of production to have created exceptionally high-quality and innovative work. 

Rather than accept these simplistic notions, however, this chapter reframes the indie-auteur as a branded identity and discursive construct mobilized by talent intermediaries such as talent agents and talent managers to differentiate certain shows from most other television programming. Scrutinizing notions about their creative autonomy, the chapter examines the indie-auteurs’ migration as part of an ongoing movement between environments, one performed by a type of freelance labour and managed by talent intermediaries, in pursuit of the conditions deemed necessary for achieving commercial and critical success (see also, Stubbs 2020). Rather than being a measure of their ability to overcome television modes-of-production, the chapter argues that the indie-auteurs’ uptake of directing responsibilities stems from talent management strategies designed to enhance the currency of the indie-auteur brand in television and make their programming appear exceptional. The chapter offers an example of this phenomenon by analysing the work of Michael Sugar, a talent manager, producer and partner at Anonymous Content, a leading Hollywood talent management and production company, during the early- to mid-2010s. 

The chapter analyses Sugar’s work specifically for three interrelated reasons. First, Sugar manages a number of figures who have sometimes been branded as indie-auteurs, including Soderbergh, Fukunaga and Brit Marling (the latter being Batmanglij’s long-term collaborator, co-creator and star of The OA), as well as Richard Linklater, Marc Webb, Edgar Wright, Gavin Hood and Patty Jenkins. Second, Sugar has produced several shows with indie-auteur clients, including The Knick, Maniac and The OA, on which he played a significant role in attaching Soderbergh, Fukunaga and Batmanglij, respectively, as single-series directors. Third, Sugar serves as a kind of ‘organizational linking pin’ joining together Anonymous’ talent management and production operations, client and institution, labour and authorship, and production and consumption (see also Havens 2014: 39-40). As a result, Sugar provides an excellent opportunity to explore the role that talent intermediaries play in facilitating the indie-auteur migration, enhancing their professional reputations by strategically maintaining indie credibility, and potentially expanding the indie-auteur discourse within television.

Talent intermediaries, including talent agents and talent managers, are so-called because they facilitate production recruitment processes by enabling dialogue and exchange between the ‘talent’ and the studios, financiers or employers (see, for example, McDonald 2008: 167-81; Roussel 2017: 195). Talent managers are technically different from agents because they tend to represent fewer clients and offer more long-term strategic career advice, are legally prohibited from procuring employment but are permitted to engage in production, and usually collect a 15% rather than 10% commission from their clients’ earnings (see, for example, McDonald 2008: 167-81). As already mentioned, Sugar’s productions are a significant component of his overall work. Like agents, however, managers participate in ‘classification struggles’ that shape perceptions about what constitutes art and who is granted artistic legitimacy (see Roussel 2017: 122-3). Talent intermediaries participate in these struggles to enhance their clients’ marketability, and, in turn, shape their own professional standing, sphere of influence, and perceived worth (ibid.; see also Kemper 2010: xi-xii). As Violaine Roussel argues:
Through relationships between professionals in evaluation communities, the mechanisms that produce economic and artistic value in Hollywood are inseparable. Relationships and transactions that have to do with naming, gauging, classifying, and pricing talent make economic and creative value in the same movement’ (2017: 177). 
Consequently, Roussel continues, talent intermediaries can sometimes be engaged imperceptibly in the ‘progressive and collective rearrangement’ of industrial and cultural divisions and hierarchies (131, 177). 

The chapter adopts a cultural production approach that sees industry practices playing a role in shaping cultural meaning as this is created by extratextual, promotional and critical discourse. More specifically, it analyses how Sugar’s work alters his clients’ and his own professional standing and artistic legitimacy, while also examining the extent to which his work contributes to rearranging or reinforcing cultural hierarchies between film and television, indie-authored work and mass commercial modes of production.

‘Producing Producers’: Anonymous Content and Michael Sugar
Although talent intermediaries, including agents and managers, often strive to maintain a low profile, they simultaneously brand themselves by publicizing their agenting or talent management style (Mann 2008: 39; Roussel 2017: 82). In doing so, agents or managers often seek to attach themselves to the creative side of the industry and identify with types of clients whose loyalty they seek to secure (ibid.). Rather than radical departures from prevailing norms, however, Roussel argues that an agent’s identity is ‘the inflection of preexisting styles offered – and sometimes prescribed – by agencies, and often the hybridization of diverse manners of performing relationship work incarnated by mentors’ (83). Thus, in 2016 the Wall Street Journal described Michael Sugar’s first day as a ‘fledgling manager’ at Anonymous in 2005 (Jurgensen 2016). Having ‘randomly’ seen a DVD of the then ‘young director’ Cary Fukunaga’s work in Anonymous’ offices, Sugar reportedly got Anonymous’ founder, Steve Golin’s, permission to take a red-eye flight to New York and sign him (ibid.). Recounted as part of a biographical article on Golin specifically, this story is told as evidence of Golin’s claim that he had increasingly begun taking on a mentoring role of ‘producing producers’ (ibid.). Entitled ‘Steve Golin: Hollywood’s Anonymous Power Player,’ the article is an example of a carefully crafted public relations vehicle of a kind that Amanda Lotz argues perpetuate ‘great man’ mythologies based around simplistic narratives of the successful execution of ‘masterful executive plans’ (Lotz 2014: 28-9). In these terms, the biographical article must be understood not only in relation to Anonymous’ operations in 2005, but also in the context of the article’s production in 2016. 

The telling of how Sugar signed Fukunaga is indicative of how talent intermediaries accumulate cultural capital partly based on a perceived success in ‘discovering’ talent (on cultural intermediaries in these terms see Bourdieu 1993: 102; on agents, see Roussel 2017: 102). Golin’s apparent role in authorizing Sugar to sign Fukunaga, meanwhile, indicates how both effectively embarked on a process of exchange designed to benefit both the company and manager. While Anonymous’ brand is built around its auteur clients, Sugar’s mentorship suggests that the growth of a talent management company hinges just as much on ‘producing producers,’ leaders and talent spotters. The narrative of how Sugar ‘randomly’ spotted Fukunaga’s talent and subsequently signed him, however, elides the labour of Anonymous’ more obscure office employees who undertake varied tasks including sorting showreels and making travel arrangements. As Lotz posits, such employees ‘narrow the universe of perceived options available to the manager as decision-maker’ (2014: 29). 

Moreover, notions of Golin as mentor obfuscate broader industrial dynamics. Since Anonymous already managed established and well-known directors, including Alejandro G. Iñárritu, Guy Ritchie and David Fincher (the last one also a partner at the time), Anonymous sat relatively near to the upper-echelons of Hollywood. As Roussel argues, agents and managers at the largest agencies or management companies service the studios, have direct lines of communication to studio executives and often represent high-profile clients on big-budget projects (Roussel 2017: 29). In contrast, agents at boutique or very small companies interact mostly with casting professionals as they help to gain their out-of-favour clients work on modest productions or in smaller roles (ibid.). By joining Anonymous, therefore, Sugar received not only mentorship but also a form of accreditation necessary for signing highly promising and established clients whose reputations he could exploit using the company’s existing industry connections.

While joining Anonymous represented a step-up in Sugar’s managerial career, the Wall Street Journal’s narrative of his mentorship elides the significance of his own experiences beforehand. Indeed, Sugar already ran a smaller management company called Strategy through which he represented various directors including Gavin Hood, director of the low-budget feature Tsotsi (2005), and others who mainly worked in television such as Bruce McDonald and Stuart Gillard (McNamara 2005). Sugar also ran, alongside his brother J.B. Sugar, Sugar Brothers Entertainment, a production company responsible for creating A Separate Peace (Yates, 2004), a made-for-TV children’s film screened on Showtime that brought its producers a Daytime Emmy nomination (ibid.). Furthermore, Sugar’s father, Larry Sugar, had a successful career in distribution with Warner Bros., Lorimar and CBS. With Michael Sugar recalling in interviews that he got to accompany his father to the Cannes film festival where he felt ‘pretty special’ sipping cokes in the Carlton Hotel (Mowe 2014), it is clear that he had a privileged childhood that included behind-the-scenes insights into the media industries. 

Although Roussel argues that conceptions of ‘the Hollywood family’ are overstated, Sugar nevertheless adheres to findings that Hollywood producers and talent intermediaries usually come from middle-class and upper-middle-class backgrounds where they accumulate a significant amount of social, cultural and economic capital (Roussel 2017: 53-4; Ortner 2013: 149-51). According to Sherry Ortner, the socialization that comes from privileged backgrounds provides independent producers with a strong sense of taste, personal agency and social skills important to discerning what audiences perceive as ‘good art’ (162). As we shall see, these are precisely the traits that have made Sugar successful creatively and commercially at producing specialty productions and managing indie-auteurs across media during the 2010s. Demonstrating how mentoring begins with selecting those figures perceived to be the right fit, highlights the methodological challenges involved in trying to separate the talent manager’s creative and commercial objectives, that is their agency, from those of their employer institution (see also Lotz 2014: 27-8; Roussel 2017: 83-4).

In 2016, meanwhile, Anonymous’ owners, including Sugar, had hired investment bank Guggenheim Partners to help them to find an investor for a minority stake in the company (Jurgensen 2016). In these terms, the publication of ‘Steve Golin: Hollywood’s Anonymous Power Player,’ in a financial press outlet such as the Wall Street Journal, can be understood as part of Anonymous’ sales pitch. Thus, the article boasted about the company’s rapid expansion which witnessed growth in its management operations to include a roster of roughly 500 clients, production of recent critically and commercially successful feature films The Revenant (Iñárritu, 2015) and Spotlight (McCarthy, 2015), as well as an increase in television production revenues that were predicted to surpass those generated by the company from making commercials (ibid.; see also Littleton 2015).[endnoteRef:3] In this context, the narrative of Sugar’s mentorship acts as a metaphor for the efficacy of Anonymous’ integrated management and production model, diversification and various revenue streams. It also offers assurances about the company’s future leadership capabilities and potential new ventures. Hence, Sugar is credited with ‘bringing’ Spotlight to Anonymous (based as it was on a script co-written by his client, Josh Singer) and helping to pair Fukunaga with screenwriter Nic Pizzolatto (an Anonymous client, but not one of Sugar’s) on True Detective’s ‘breakthrough first season’ (Jurgensen 2016). Whereas studies of industry managers relying on PR biographies risk reinforcing auteurist notions, Lotz argues that macro-level political economy approaches focusing on the accumulation of capital and industry ownership structures often discount individual managers’ agency and potential to shape an organization and industry’s operations (2014: 28). As a result, analysis of this Wall Street Journal article indicates how Sugar contributes to Anonymous’ operations and its accumulation of capital through practice and as a brand all at the same time. [3:  For most of its history, Anonymous’ largest source of revenues from production has come from making commercial spots and branded content. Anonymous undertakes this work with its director-clients.] 


The “Throughline”: Between Genres and Sectors
[bookmark: _Hlk73950136]At the 2014 Karlovy Vary International Film Festival, Anonymous was the recipient of a special tribute. Golin and Sugar were in attendance and three of Anonymous’ most critically acclaimed productions, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (Gondry, 2004), Winter’s Bone (Granik, 2010), and True Detective (HBO, 2015-present), were being screened. Asked what united Anonymous’ projects, Sugar stated: 
The throughline [sic] of the movies and TV we make and even the clients we represent on the management side is a certain quality of storytelling, the canvas — its size, shape — is less relevant. If the first two episodes of True Detective were a movie we would be very proud of it … We are very driven by the quality of the filmmaker. The movies and television we are making are with what we feel are the best directors in the business (Holdsworth 2014).

Sugar’s comment is symptomatic of how notions about the personal expression of apparently autonomous director-artists are central to how indie film is legitimated (see Newman 2011: 49). The festival’s celebration of Anonymous, coupled with Golin and Sugar’s attendance, shows how the institutions invested in US indie cinema combine to maintain its legitimacy and, in doing so, cultivate cultural distinction (ibid.).[endnoteRef:4] Claiming to be very driven by the quality of the filmmaker, for instance, makes Anonymous’ clients appear highly autonomous and depicts the company as offering creative freedom. Sugar’s emphasis on working with directors that they feel are the best, meanwhile, bestows upon Anonymous’ clients an aura of greatness while simultaneously building the talent managers’ reputations for having exceptional taste and spotting talent (see Roussel 2017: 119-20). Symptomatic of Anonymous’ branding and market positioning, though, Sugar’s comments about being driven by the quality of the filmmaker obscures the full range of the company’s work, subsumes its commercial imperatives, and deflects potential scrutiny about the talent manager’s perceived ability to interfere in their clients’ career choices. Yet as Roussel points out, ‘Agency leaders know that they must institutionalize the necessary circulation of their artists between complementary sectors, and toward what they believe to be the most promising new areas’ (2017: 47). Thus, Anonymous and Sugar continuously explore market opportunities and remain open to trading with all kinds of potential business partners. Even though indie film and the indie-auteur more broadly are legitimated in comparison to Hollywood, Anonymous and Sugar facilitate exchange with various arms of the Hollywood conglomerates in both film and television. Facilitating this exchange means that Anonymous’ managers engage in PR strategies and rhetorical manoeuvring designed to sustain their clients’ reputations as artists untainted by commerce. [4:  Although Karlovy Vary is a festival based in the Czech Republic, its tribute to Anonymous shows that it is invested in the legitimation of US indie cinema.] 


[bookmark: _Hlk74067614]One rhetorical strategy that Sugar uses for sustaining his clients’ reputations as indie-auteurs, as indicated in his above comment, is to describe media as a ‘canvas.’ For example, explaining how he actively convinces studio executives that clients such as Gavin Hood and Marc Webb can successfully move from directing modestly budgeted features such as Tsotsi and 500 Days of Summer to big-budget blockbusters including X-Men Origins: Wolverine (2009) and The Amazing Spider-Man (2012), respectively, Sugar stated, ‘I try to find the through line. I believe a storyteller is a storyteller and the canvas is dictated by the story, not the other way round … There are not that many great storytellers’(Mowe 2014; see also Schilling 2013).[endnoteRef:5] Similarly, explaining Soderbergh’s (ultimately short-lived) decision to retire from making feature films to move to television to work with HBO, Sugar proclaimed, ‘I think he had told all the stories he had wanted to tell in the medium of cinema and now he is telling stories on a new canvas with things like [Behind the] Candelabra and the new show The Knick with Clive Owen which is fantastic. And cinema is more challenging to find budgets’ (Mowe 2014; see also Thompson 2015).  [5:  Although Sugar is speaking about Hood and Webb specifically, he could just as easily be discussing other key indie-auteurs, such as Edgar Wright, who had been attached to direct Ant Man (Reed, 2015), Patty Jenkins who was attached to direct Thor: The Dark World (Taylor, 2013) before going on to make Wonder Woman (2017) and Wonder Woman 1984 (2020), and Cary Fukunaga who was attached to direct IT (Muschietti, 2017) before making No Time to Die (2021). ] 


Sugar’s canvas rhetoric is effective because it creates an impression of solitary artists whose work transcends industry modes of production. It retains impressions of his clients as innovative artists dedicated to pursuing quality regardless of which employers they work with and in which media sectors. Thus, it is precisely for this reason that the canvas rhetoric is invoked when the indie-auteur moves from what is perceived to be their natural habitat of independent or indie film to less familiar environments regularly associated with commercial constraint such as blockbuster film and television. As a result, this demonstrates how talent managers can help sustain their clients’ reputations as indie-auteurs even as they often work through the channels of the corporate mass media (see also Newman 2009: 20; Newman 2011: 45). 

Yet Sugar’s rhetoric is also contradictory and problematic. For example, Behind the Candelabra (2013) is a film. It has a run-time of just under 2 hours and was produced by HBO Films. Describing Behind the Candelabra as part of a ‘new canvas’ for Soderbergh, then, exposes how Sugar slips between describing the canvas in terms of media or genre to employer or sector. As a result, Sugar shifts from treating the canvas as indicative of creative expression to linking it to the industry modes of production that it was designed to obscure. Sugar’s tacked on reference to increasing difficulties accessing budgets is particularly pertinent in this regard, as greater budgets are tied directly to the manager and client’s potential to achieve more lucrative fees. Thus, while Ortner has examined how indie producers generate value around certain productions by positioning themselves as protecting the director’s vision (2013: 166), Sugar’s comment reveals how talent managers protect and potentially enhance their clients’ long-term leverage and marketability by sustaining their reputations as indie-auteurs across sequential projects. Designed to create an impression of artistic equivalence across the client’s oeuvre, the canvas rhetoric epitomises how the talent manager simultaneously uses impressions of artistry to make their work in different sectors appear exceptional. Thus, just as figures such as Soderbergh and Christopher Nolan have bestowed their indie-auteur brands to differentiate studio blockbusters in the form of the Ocean’s trilogy (2001; 2004; 2007) and the Dark Knight trilogy (2005; 2008; 2012), respectively (see Molloy 2016: 367-8), so too Sugar and his clients help to promote indie-auteur directed shows appearing on pay-TV channels as cinematic authored artworks differentiated from most other television fare. Hence, although Sugar’s phrasing, if True Detective ‘were a movie we would be very proud of it’ appears indicative of anxieties over being delegitimized, it is in fact symptomatic of an uncompromising legitimation strategy designed to differentiate the project and personnel involved from television production in general.

Rather than being driven by the quality of the filmmaker, Anonymous and Sugar responded to a set of changing industrial, economic and cultural conditions. Specifically, they sought to capitalize on a highly competitive marketplace where cable channels and streaming platforms increasingly used authorial branding to promote and differentiate their premium programming (see, for instance, Pearson 2011: 116; Anderson 2008, 36-7; Johnson 2012: 58). In an era where cable and then the internet have fragmented television’s mass audience, pay-cable channels and streaming platforms especially have used authorship particularly to target highly privileged demographics in the form of educated young adults on high incomes (Pearson 2011: 116; Anderson 2008: 36-7). In fact, Leora Hadas argues that in the 2010s the number of channels producing premium television programmes grew so exponentially that the supply of brand-name authorial figures capable of overseeing production and offering programmes artistic legitimacy could not keep pace with demand (2017: 89). 

This situation appears in contrast with that of film where the Hollywood studios’ diminished investment in the indie or specialty film sector, in favour of blockbuster franchise production, has significantly reduced opportunities for brand-name indie-auteurs (see also Roussel 2017: 38-40; Ortner 2013: 264-9; Tzioumakis 2012: 169). In this context, television provides talent intermediaries such as Sugar an opportunity to sustain and even potentially enhance their fees despite declines being experienced in film. Rather than merely reducing employment options, however, the studios’ descreasing investment in specialty film helps to provide the narrative that justifies the indie-auteur migration and bolsters impressions that they are artists-at-heart. Although the media may be different, authorship’s promotional function remains pretty much the same: to differentiate and legitimate auteur productions against the rest of the mediascape (see also Newman and Levine 2012: 38).

“We Did it Like a Movie”: The Independent Feature Packaging Technique
[bookmark: _Hlk72911419][bookmark: _Hlk73426811]As has been explored elsewhere, Anonymous increased its investment in television after seeing Media Rights Capital and former Anonymous partner David Fincher sell House of Cards to Netflix in 2011 for $100 million (Stubbs 2020: 137). Starting with True Detective and The Knick, Anonymous began producing premium television programmes using what Golin called ‘the independent feature packaging technique’ (Littleton 2015). On one hand, the independent feature packaging technique refers to a practice established in the 1980s and 1990s, which saw certain agents and managers taking on greater roles in developing non-studio productions by attaching talent and putting in place sometimes complex co-financing arrangements (see Roussel 2017: 180-1). 

On the other hand, the packaging technique is a strategy intended to generate value around certain productions by creating positive associations with indie film. Doing so involves differentiating those projects from traditional practices and mass modes of production associated with the Hollywood mainstream and broadcast television. Thus, whereas traditionally in American television drama directors are hired to shoot individual episodes and broadcasters regularly measure a programme’s potential appeal by test-screening pilots, Anonymous’ packaging technique involves developing projects in-house, hiring indie-auteur directors to shoot entire seasons, attaching known actors and landing straight-to-series orders (see also Littleton 2015). As a result, the strategy is designed to position Anonymous’ productions as escaping meddling television network executives and being higher quality than most television fare. Speaking about this whole process, Sugar stated:
Well, “House of Cards” did have an impact because it was straight to series, and it had movie stars — Robin [Wright] and Kevin [Spacey]. And it was a paradigm-shifter. I think the evolution of that was maybe “True Detective,” in that it was a singular director. Also straight to series. And “The Knick” was a singular director, also straight to series. We have several more in the pipeline (Sugar, quoted in Thompson 2015).
Sugar’s abbreviation of the single-series director to the ‘singular director’ here is particularly telling as it not only connotes the presence of a figure who has absolute authority over production but also one with a unique vision. In turn, describing House of Cards as a ‘paradigm-shifter’ and the ‘singular director’ as an ‘evolution’ makes Anonymous’ productions appear to be significant improvements on traditional television by effectively resembling something like the purest form of ‘Indie TV.’

The independent feature packaging technique involves enhancing the appeal of the project to talent, distributor-buyers, and consumers. In this regard, packaging involves ‘strategizing about others’ strategies, anticipating others’ anticipations’ (Roussel 2017: 148). With Roussel finding that many Hollywood talent agents still struggle to convince clients who are used to working in film to take a job in television (134), one problem that Anonymous and Sugar appeared to encounter was in convincing their auteur-clients to accept work on their productions. As well as a continued privileging of film over television within Hollywood, the barriers that Anonymous and Sugar faced were the general lack of currency that the indie-auteur brand had in television coupled with tendencies for pilot directing to be treated as merely profit driven. Before committing to direct The Knick, for instance, Soderbergh described having rejected many highly lucrative offers to direct pilot episodes. ‘I don’t wanna just do the pilot … and have my name on as an executive producer and then have nothing to do with it,’ Soderbergh stated before adding, ‘If my name’s on it I need to be involved’ (quoted in Smith 2013). Here, Soderbergh was not merely rejecting commercial gain but attempting to retain the value of his brand by indicating that it denotes quality underpinned by his authentic investment. 

While Sugar describes how he and producer Greg Jacobs ‘ganged up’ on Soderbergh to get him to read The Knick (Thompson 2015; see also Romano 2014), the single-series director model addressed Soderbergh’s anxiety about potential damage to his brand by creating an impression of the indie-auteur’s authentic investment. As a result, Sugar states of Soderbergh’s role directing every episode of The Knick: ‘We did it like a movie’ (quoted in Thompson 2015). Asserting that ‘this is sexy for a film director’ and that Anonymous has many clients keen to participate in their ‘model,’ Sugar subsequently differentiates the work from directors shooting pilots. ‘Some director doing a pilot,’ Sugar asserts, ‘has usually been about the money. Just do a job, do a pilot, you’re in and out in two months’ (quoted in ibid.). Coupled with Soderbergh’s own comments, this demonstrates how Sugar’s efforts to enhance his clients’ marketability and leverage depends on elevating them above directors lacking auteur brands. Rather than improving the status of television directing work in general, therefore, this strategy contributes to denigrating most television directors who are unfortunate enough to ‘just’ be doing ‘a job’.

Acknowledging that packaging involves creating belief in a project to aggregate clusters of talent (Roussel 2017: 5), the single-series director model also serves to bolster the appeal of Anonymous’ projects to other key players. Fukunaga and Anonymous producer Richard Brown, for instance, confess that attaching a single-series director was also a way to attract feature film actors Matthew McConaughey and Woody Harrelson to True Detective (Blake 2014; Helmore 2014). This tactic involves both offering feature film actors the consistency of working with a single director as they are used to in film and legitimating the project with an auteur (see Rizzo 2014; Idato 2014; Birnbaum 2017). Indeed, McConaughey described himself as a ‘big fan’ of Fukunaga’s debut feature Sin Nombre (2009) (Stern 2014) and was reassured that he would be ‘in the hands of a good storyteller’ after Fukunaga signed on to True Detective (Idato 2014).[endnoteRef:6] [6:  The importance of the presence of an auteur is expressed particularly clearly elsewhere in a conversation between Nicole Kidman and Ewan McGregor who had both recently moved to television to work on Big Little Lies and Fargo, respectively. Discussing why many feature film actors were now migrating to television, Kidman and McGregor both state that the trend ‘probably’ began when McConaughey and Harrelson did True Detective. Kidman then goes on to declare, ‘I’m interested in auteurs. I’m interested in filmmakers’ (Birnbaum 2017). Big Little Lies’ first season was directed entirely by Jean-Marc Vallée and the second by Andrea Arnold.] 


As with The Knick and the pairing of Owen and Soderbergh, this technique creates an impression of a high-quality cinematic project that would prove irresistible to a channel seeking to bolster its reputation for offering differentiated premium programming. As Deborah Jaramillo posits, ‘It [cinematic] is an inherently positive, even boastful word that many people rally around and ascribe to the best of the best on TV’ (2013: 67). As such, the named-talent involved comment repeatedly on the projects’ supposedly ‘cinematic’ qualities. After asserting that ‘The transition between film and TV is much more seamless, in reality and perception, more now than ever,’ for instance, McConaughey goes on to contradictorily state that, ‘This is a 450-page film, is what it is’ (quoted in Strachan 2014; see also Harrelson in Idato 2014). As well as providing an important reminder that the perceived quality of the material remains important to talent selecting projects in spite of the presence of an auteur-director, McConaughey’s assertion demonstrates how Hollywood talent crossing between media sometimes seek to sustain their professional legitimacy by reiterating their associations with feature film. Rather than unfettered fluidity, therefore, this all demonstrates how talent migrating between media simultaneously wrestle with and reinforce cultural hierarchies.

In a 2015 article entitled ‘Anonymous no More’ published as Anonymous’ television and film productions were finding critical success and its owners were seeking investment, Variety reported on how the company ‘scored by bringing feature talent into TV on unusual terms’ (Littleton 2015). The process began, the article stated, after Sugar capitalized on Behind the Candelabra’s positive reception at Cannes to sell The Knick to HBO (ibid.). With Owen and Soderbergh having reportedly carved out tight windows in their schedules, Sugar pressed HBO’s president of programming, Michael Lombardo, to quickly green-light a straight-to-series pickup. Despite this ‘big ask given the typically long gestation of most HBO programs,’ the article explained that The Knick went into production nine days later (ibid.). While depicting Sugar’s apparently quick-thinking and negotiating expertise, this article contributed to making Anonymous’ productions appear so exceptional that broadcasters are willing to forego their own quality assurance processes. Yet, the single-series order must be understood as not only indicative of the project’s appeal but as part of its promotion. Indeed, the single-series order enhances the impression of the show’s exceptionality and creates an impression of the channel as one supporting innovation and creative freedom. For example, Fukunaga states that before beginning to shoot True Detective he asked HBO, ‘Do you want me to shoot this for television, because I don’t want to be fighting with you on the shots I want’ (quoted in James 2015). Fukunaga says that HBO responded, ‘Shoot it as you see it’ (quoted in ibid.). Thus, while Fukunaga depicts himself as being prepared to fight for quality, he ultimately suggests that conflict was not necessary because HBO readily offered creative freedom. 

Even though Fukunaga did make True Detective for television, he encourages audiences to read the show instead as a form of cinematic innovation underpinned by his supposedly unique vision. Likewise, upon announcing that Cinemax would air The Knick instead of its sister company HBO, Sugar stated that it was ‘the pioneer in [Soderbergh] that persuaded him to lead us to Cinemax’ (O’Connell 2014). While The Knick was designed to position Cinemax as a supplementary brand to HBO to boost both cable channels’ subscriptions and protect their market share in the face of competition from streaming services (‘Time Warner Inc. …’ 2014), Sugar made its airing on the channel appear indicative of Soderbergh’s reputation for pioneering achievements. While such manoeuvring is designed to retain a sense of the indie-auteur as being dedicated to pursuing quality and defending their autonomy even as they work through corporate channels, it also masks corporate consolidation occurring across the media industries. 

[bookmark: _Hlk73695715]According to Pierre Bourdieu, works produced in a field of cultural production ‘demand of the receiver a specifically aesthetic disposition in accordance with the principles of their production’ (1993: 120). Extratextual and promotional discourse championing the indie-auteurs’ autonomy thus encourages critics positioning themselves as possessing a purportedly superior aesthetic disposition to read the shows as effectively manifestations of the purest form of ‘Indie TV.’ Pointing out that Soderbergh directs every episode of The Knick while also acting as editor, cinematographer and camera operator, for instance, Adam Proteau states that ‘As a result, viewers are getting a nearly perfectly pure distillation of his vision, as well as a master class in the technical elements of storytelling in the medium’ (2015: 2). Similarly, Peter Debruge describes The OA as ‘one of the purest pieces of auteur filmmaking’ he had seen all year and, pointedly refusing to call it television, claims it proves that sophisticated audiences crave programming without limitations (2016). Likewise, Matt Zoller Seitz asserts that whereas television has traditionally ‘been a slave to established formats’ and that any experimentation has been encumbered by ‘rigid definitions,’ True Detective is proof that in ‘TV’s new golden age … there are no rules and that the final creative frontier is form’ (2014). In turn, Seitz concludes his review by stating, ‘There’s a word for work like this, made in an atmosphere of excitement and freedom: art’ (2014). 

As these comments reveal, critics showing off their supposedly sophisticated tastes reinforce notions of the transcendent cinematic creative genius helping to improve traditional television. Thus, they contribute to a sense of traditional television as ‘its own limiter’ and the cinematic as somehow capable of liberating television from itself (Jaramillo 2013: 68). As a result, they reinforce cultural and social hierarchies elevating niche premium programming seemingly suited to sophisticated middle-class audiences’ tastes above traditional television apparently catering to an undiscerning mass (Newman and Levine, 2012: 42). Far from representing an improvement, this shows that the independent feature packaging technique taps into and reinforces the same old tired legitimation discourses.

With all this in mind, Sugar’s description of House of Cards as a ‘paradigm-shifter’ resembles a form of ‘collective misrecognition’ described by Bourdieu as establishing the value of the (art)work within a field of cultural production. As Bourdieu explains:
The artist who puts her name on a ready-made article and produces an object whose market price is incommensurate with its cost of production is collectively mandated to perform a magic act which would be nothing without the whole tradition leading up to her gesture, and without the universe of celebrants and believers who give it meaning and value in terms of that tradition (1993: 81).
While collective misrecognition represents a form of ‘social alchemy’ jointly conducted with sometimes equal conviction, however, Bourdieu notes that it often brings about ‘very unequal profits’ (ibid.). Thus, although House of Cards was celebrated widely in extratextual and critical discourse as a programming innovation (see Stubbs 2020), it served Anonymous, Sugar and their clients’ business interests especially well by helping to create an impression of a market shift that they appeared primed to exploit. By referring to Anonymous’ apparently evolutionary ‘model’ and ‘pipeline’ (Thompson 2015), Sugar makes the company appear to be an innovator and market-leader. Sugar’s depiction of Soderbergh as a ‘pioneer’ not only boosts Soderbergh’s reputation specifically, it also enhances the currency of Anonymous’ indie-auteur brands in television in general by denoting the first of many. Thus, Adam Sternbergh wrote that twenty-five years after Miramax’s acquisition of Soderbergh’s sex, lies and videotape prompted an indie film renaissance, ‘The same swashbuckling energy … has migrated to TV programming’ (Sternbergh 2014). 

At the same time, Sugar’s phrasing, ‘The pioneer in [Soderbergh] that persuaded him,’ represents another example of canny rhetorical manoeuvring designed to enhance the talent manager’s reputation by positioning him subtly as the pioneer doing the persuading. Given Roussel’s finding that talent intermediaries are evaluated based on recognition received from peers and critics, ‘the differentiated value of various artistic media, genres, and formats … [and] the economic resources that someone or something generates’ (Roussel 2017: 136), it becomes hardly surprising that Sugar began to be championed in the trade press as a leading talent manager within both Anonymous and Hollywood. Thus, when Laurene Powell Jobs, the billionaire widow of Apple’s former chairman Steve Jobs, acquired a minority stake in Anonymous later in 2016, it not only enhanced Sugar’s personal wealth but also paved the way for him to establish his own management and production company, Sugar23 (Belloni 2016).[endnoteRef:7] Rather than being indicative of pursuits of creative autonomy and improvements in television programming, therefore, all of this indicates that the migration of indie-auteurs to television may be a significantly overstated trend stemming from talent intermediaries and their clients’ individual and collective business agendas.  [7:  Following Golin’s death in 2019, Jobs gained a majority stake in the company. Sugar, meanwhile, continues to manage clients and produce with Anonymous. ] 


Conclusion: Where to Next?
This chapter has explored the role that talent manager and producer Michael Sugar has played in mobilizing his clients’ indie-auteur brands to sell premium television. Having weighed the methodological difficulties involved in studying individual managers within industry contexts, the chapter has staked a case for understanding Sugar as having adapted to and influencing television production simultaneously. Rather than representing new modes of expression and being indicative of evolutions in television production, however, the chapter has demonstrated that the indie-auteurs’ migration and the single-series director model that Sugar helped to bring about are symptomatic of, and reinforce, broader legitimation strategies and discourses elevating authored cinematic premium programming over mass media. As a result, the chapter has shown that Sugar and Anonymous have really contributed to reinforcing, rather than rearranging, hierarchies between media. 

While Sugar perpetuates myths about indie-auteurs, this chapter has demonstrated that tracing managers’ work across media can help to dispel myths about autonomous geniuses working free from industry constraints. It has also complicated seemingly clear distinctions between mainstream and specialty production, film and television. Part of a relatively new line of scholarship into media industries management (see Johnson, Kompare and Santo 2014: 11), this work opens up avenues for further enquiry. One area that the chapter has not had the scope to investigate is the relationship between management and media industry diversity. Although migration represents a continuous movement between environments underpinned by talent intermediary strategies, the elevation of indie-auteurs over directors-for-hire suggests that it sometimes represents a form of mobility available to a privileged few. Considering broader findings that talent intermediaries perform gatekeeping roles that contribute to the underrepresentation of women and people of colour in Hollywood production (Hunt et al. 2018: 28-32), more work needs to be done to explore which figures secure representation and how, in turn, intermediaries build their branded identities. Given Claire Perkins’ assertion that ‘the trope of the maverick male auteur is a defining feature of indie culture’ (2016: 140), for instance, it is particularly concerning that all of the single-series directors that Sugar and Anonymous attached to their programmes have been men.

The interchangeability of these men is captured neatly in Fukunaga’s admission that it was originally another Anonymous client, Alejandro G. Iñárritu, who was attached to direct True Detective’s first series (Stern 2014). This gender issue is made even more troubling in light of the finding that female indie filmmakers who have not been offered the same opportunities to continue making films as their male counterparts disappear or come to depend on television work for their livelihood (Schreiber 2016: 88; Lane 2016: 71). Rhetoric describing an evolution and improvement in television production, therefore, must not blind us to the fact that directors have always crossed between media, nor that figures including Susan Seidelman, Allison Anders, Mary Harron, and others, have long been working in television anonymously, and usually on projects lacking the significant sheen of single-director series such as The Knick, True Detective and The OA.
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