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Book abstract:

This book explores the roles that talent intermediaries, including talent agents, talent managers and producers, play in packaging, marketing and selling screen media products, services and brands by constructing and positioning their clients and collaborators as indie-auteurs. Exploring several case-studies across a range of screen media during an era of media convergence, including American indie cinema, high-end television, music video, advertising and branded content, the book explores the strategies that talent intermediaries adopt and the industrial, cultural, and social connotations and hierarchies that indie-auteurism as a promotional discourse and tool carries and reinforces. Taking a cultural production approach that involves analysing promotional, extratextual and critical discourse surrounding projects such as The Revenant, Judas and the Black Messiah, The O.A and Mr. Robot, the book links taste and professional legitimacy to race and gender inequalities as it scrutinises notions about the maverick White male auteur that have proliferated around contemporary indie productions. Providing new perspectives on the careers of indie-auteurs such as the Coen brothers, Steven Soderbergh, and Tyler Perry, and addressing the work of lesser studied figures such as Amy Seimetz, Dee Rees, and Shaka King, the book stakes out new ground that complicates popular ideas of indie-auteurs as highly autonomous and innovative filmmakers by exploring how this authorial discourse migrates between media and is constructed and reconfigured in relation to changing industrial and cultural contexts.
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Chapter abstracts and keywords:

Chapter 1
Chapter title: Producing with Indie-Auteurs: The Coen Brothers and an indie periodisation
Chapter abstract: 

Since the emergence of the so-called quality iteration of American independent film in the 1980s, few filmmakers have sustained reputations as indie-auteurs as successfully as the Coen brothers, Joel and Ethan. Features of the Coens’ films, such as their quirkiness, dark tone, and play with genre, are usually regarded as the main markers of their autonomy by critics and it is these textual properties that have been mostly discussed by scholars. This chapter, however, explores how the Coens’ reputations as indie-auteurs have been constructed and maintained through their collaborations with various producers, including Joel Silver, Brian Grazer and Scott Rudin. Doing so, the chapter maps the Coens’ construction as indie-auteurs onto 3 periods of contemporary indie cinema and, by linking the brothers and their works to specific audience constituencies, draws out some of the key cultural connotations and appeals that this model of indie authorship often has.
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Chapter 2

Chapter title: Managing Indie-Auteurs in an Era of Media Convergence: Steve Golin, Propaganda Films and Anonymous Content
Chapter abstract: 

This chapter explores the operations of two integrated talent management and production companies, Propaganda Films and Anonymous Content, co-founded by producer Steve Golin. The chapter explores how these two companies cultivated brands based around notions that they offered independent filmmakers creative autonomy and, in turn, how they leveraged the indie-auteur brands of their clients and collaborators to sell their screen media productions. The chapter explores the companies’ operations across not only feature film but also music video, advertising, and high-end television all during an era of media convergence. It explores the companies’ operations chronologically and traces their increasing alignment with the Hollywood mainstream. It also explores how the companies’ strategies contributed to conceptualisations of indie-auteurs as mostly White and male that preserved racial and gendered inequalities in production. By focusing attention on the roles of these companies in the construction and management of indie-auteur brands, therefore, the chapter breaks from narrow conceptualisations of indie-auteurs as autonomous maverick filmmakers.
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Chapter 3

Chapter title: Propaganda/Films: The indie-auteur and the legitimation of short-form production
Chapter abstract: 

This chapter explores how Propaganda Films and Anonymous Content have won commissions to produce music videos, commercial spots, and branded content productions by positioning their director-clients as indie-auteurs. The first section takes Propaganda’s collaborations with Spike Jonze in music video production as a case-study for exploring how the company sometimes positioned its clients as feature film auteurs in-waiting by claiming to use short form production as a means of nurturing talent. Sections 2 and 3 explore how Propaganda and Anonymous hired directors with a track-record in feature filmmaking to differentiate their branded content and commercial spots from mass media. Section 2 analyses The Hire, which was made for BMW and shot by directors such as Guy Ritchie, Wong Kar-Wai, and Alejandro González Iñárritu. Section 3 analyses The Receipt and The Box, which were made for Walmart and shot by directors such as Antoine Fuqua and Dee Rees. Ultimately, the chapter explores cultural and social hierarchies that involve indie cinema, new media, middle-class audiences, masculinity and the male auteur being elevated over mass entertainment, old media, the working-classes, femininity and women auteurs.
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Chapter 4

Chapter title: Packaging Indie-Auteur Television: The single-director model, cinematization and the pursuit of legitimacy
Chapter abstract: 

This chapter explores the increasing migration of indie-auteurs to television in the 2010s and early 2020s. It focuses on Anonymous Content’s role in packaging and producing high-end scripted series, including True Detective, The Knick, The OA, and Mr. Robot, with indie-auteur directors who the company often hired to shoot entire seasons. While several critics perceived the indie-auteurs’ migration to be a manifestation of their autonomous innovative sensibilities, the chapter explores how the migration of indie-auteurs to the sector was a response to changing industrial, technological and cultural conditions. The chapter explores how Anonymous’ strategy appealed to Hollywood’s movie stars and indie-auteurs and catered to channel and platforms’ efforts to differentiate their services by offering so-called high-quality ‘cinematic’ programming. The chapter scrutinises claims that indie-auteur programs were a ‘new frontier’ in storytelling, considers how Anonymous’ director and writer clients’ brands intersected and were reshaped, and interrogates gender dynamics in ‘cinematic’ television’s production and reception.
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Chapter 5

Chapter title: Navigating Specialty Film’s Decline and Disruption: Specialty film, studio blockbusters, and the maverick male myth
Chapter abstract: 

This chapter explores talent intermediaries and their clients’ work in Hollywood specialty film during the 2010s when many cultural commentators regarded the sector to be in crisis. The chapter considers specifically how Anonymous Content and its clients navigated the industry’s changing conditions. Section 1 considers whether Anonymous’ producers and managers may have exaggerated notions of crisis in the sector to make their work appear more valuable. Sections 2 and 3 analyse The Revenant and Beasts of No Nation which were shot by Anonymous clients Alejandro G. Iñárritu and Cary Fukunaga for Fox Searchlight and Netflix, respectively. Considering each films’ depiction as passion projects in promotional and critical discourse, the chapter considers how a version of specialty film built around notions about the maverick male auteur struggling in difficult industrial and production circumstances was maintained.
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Chapter 6

Chapter title: Black Agents and Agency: Charles D. King, Macro and the talent management of Black indie-auteurs
Chapter abstract: 

During the 2010s and 2020s, the number of Black people working as talent intermediaries in Hollywood has remained disproportionately low. This deficit risks restricting the visibility of people of colour on screen and the authenticity of Black filmmakers’ stories. In this context, the chapter analyses the work of Charles D. King, a former agent and the first Black partner in the William Morris agency’s history, after he founded an integrated production and management company named Macro. The chapter investigates how Macro and King adhere to wider Hollywood systems, seek to differentiate themselves from Hollywood’s established agencies, and endeavour to present new commercial and cultural possibilities for Black talent and Black-run intermediary businesses. Section 1 explores relationships between King’s agenting work at William Morris and role as figurehead at Macro. Sections 2 and 3 explore two case-studies, respectively, in the form of King’s collaborations with Tyler Perry during the indie entrepreneur’s early career in Hollywood and Ryan Coogler and Shaka King on Judas and the Black Messiah. As a result, the chapter explores how ideas about creative autonomy intersect with broader notions of Blackness.
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