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-opener for a directing career when you’re nof where you want it to be,” says teacher

and filmmaker Andrew Wagner. “You want to remedy it starting today. Serendipity is how this film came to be from there >

In need of an entry for the
Sundance festival, filmmaker
Andrew Wagner took his parents
and sisters on a cross-country
trip with his camera rolling.

By CARL KOZLOWSKI
Special to The Times

Andrew Wagner is like thousands of other
struggling filmmakers in Los Angeles, work-
ing a day job — in his case, teaching high
school — that might prove to be the only ca-
reer he ever knows, wondering if his prover-
bial big break will ever come.

Yet Wagner’s solution to these dilemmas
was unique: He turned to his family. Not for
the usual monetary or moral support, but to
have them star as fictionalized versions of
themselves in a seriocomic feature film that

That opportunity came about when his
mother and father ran into two of Andrew’s
former high school teachers, who mentioned
that they would love to have him come back
and teach at the school Wheh his mom
called about the offer, Wagner remembered
an idea he had concocted a dozen years be-
fore about a woman who seeks to reinvent
her life and reconcile her relationships with
her children, and “Talent” was born.

“Ijust wanted to do something immediate
and raw and from the gut. About what if my
mother decided to come across the country
with the rest of my family to find me and tell
me about a job and have me move back with

‘them?” says Wagner. “Turning 40 is a real

eye-opener for a directing career when you're
not where you want it to be. You want to rem-
edy it starting today. Serendipity is how this
film came to be from there.”

So Wagner dug out his 12-year-old screen-
play, rewrote it to fit the new plot line and
then set about the unusual task of asking his
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have them star as fictionalized versions of.

themselves in a seriocomic feature film that
would wind up taking them on a 37-day road
trip across America. The resulting movie,
“The Talent Given Us,” wound up costing
Wagner the $30,000 he and his fiancée had
- | Saved for their wedding, forced his family to
 face the uncomfortable truths of his father’s
past-and ultimately gave him the confidence
| to pursue his dream of entering a film in

America’s premier venue for new filmmaking
talent: the Sundance Film Festival,

Wagner has been but one of 2,426 direc-
tors worldwide nervously awaiting word this
week of whether his efforts paid off with one
of about 130 berths in the festival’s presti-
gious competitions, slots that can lead to
greater distribution in theaters, video .and

television outlets and sometimes the births -

of entire careers. Judging by the support
Wagner is already receiving from the likes of
Oscar-winning screenwriter Bruce Joel Ru-
bin (“Ghost”), he might be another in the pa-
rade of discoveries.

“I used to be a curator of the New Ameri-
can Cinema series at the Whitney Museum in
New York in the early "70s, and I have to sayl
rarely saw a film as alive as this one,” says
Rubin, who met Wagner several years ago
when Wagner joined a weekly meditation
class he teaches. “To me it’s the kind of film
that Sundance was created to champion,
and if they don’t get it, it’s a sad sign for Sun-
dance.”

A New York City native, the 40-year-old
Wagner has wanted to make films all his life.
Currently an English teacher at Middle Col-
lege High School in South L.A., he graduated
with a creative writing degree from Brown
University and was studying film at New
York University’s prestigious Tisch School of
| the Arts in 1987 when he was hired by United
Artists to write a screenplay for a family
drama called “Waccabue.” Although “Wacea-
buc” was never produced, the deal to write it
motivated Wagner to move to Los Angeles.
He finished his master’s degree at the Ameri-
can Film Institute, where in 1992 he won a

$15,000 prize for his film “The Last Days of -

Hope and Time,” about a playground basket-
ball player whose unrealistic dreams of mak-
ing the NBA threaten to destroy his family
life. Recurring themes of frustrated dreams
would resonate when Wagner made “The
Talent Given Us” a decade later.

“Like a lot of filmmakers, 1 had a lot of op-
portunities come and go in the past decade,
including getting to take part in the Sun-
dance Writers Lab,” says Wagner. “I was six
days away from' directing my first feature
when the financing fell apart. Then the
chance to shoot a feature just presented it-
self, organically.”

DU wWagner aug out his 12-year-old screen-
play, rewrote it to fit the new plot line and
then set about the unusual task of asking his
non-actor parents, Judy and Allen, to play
his parents in the film, using their real names
and genuinely painful issues as launching
points for seriocomic storytelling that is now
about to become very public — albeit enter-
taining — family therapy.

“I knew that my mom had a long-sup-
pressed actress in her and that if awakened
after 70 years, she might be up for the task.
My hunch about my father was that he would
be completely indifferent to the presence of
the camera and therefore the chance of
authenticity would be intact,” Wagner re-
called. Wagner’s sisters, Emily and Maggie,
were easier marks, since they are both pro-
fessional actresses. (Emily has played the re-
curring role of paramedic Doris Pickman
throughout “ER’s” 10-year run.) He also
roped inlongtime family friend Judy Dixon, a
veteran independent-film publicist and for-
mer actress, as well as other former family
friends and girlfriends.’

Relying only on his Panasonic DVX100
24p mini-DV camera, and employing sound
man Tommy Hines as his entire crew, Wag-
ner was completely dependent on natural
light for the film’s striking visuals, and on the
kindness of strangers for many of the film’s
locations and incidental characters: For a
comic scene in which Emily is treated for hys-
terical paralysis in the middle of rural Iowa,
the seven-member filming team showed up
at an Iowa town hospital’s emergency room
and asked if the staff would play along for a
couple of scenes. They did, for free.

“My feeling was that I didn’t want to do it,
1 didn’t want to be on the screen because it
was very personal to me, but I gave in and
made a commitment,” says Judy Wagner, by
phone from her New York City apartment.
“We were all traveling in a Honda Odyssey,
seven of us trapped inside for 37 days, but
though it was hard, it was a great bonding ex-
perience. Who gets to spend that much time
with their family after they're grown up —
and without killing each other to boot!”

Inthe end, there was more than 100 hours
of video footage to edit down to 100 minutes,
an arduous process that Wagner conducted
inside his apartment with editor Terri Breed.
Once again, after all these years, Wagner
could only play the waiting game. )

This past Monday afternoon, he encoun-
tered disappointment again when the Sun-
dance festival announced its list of accepted
films in the dramatic category and “The Tal-
ent Given Us” was not among them. Yet
Wagner soldiers on, buoyed by his champi-
ons, such as Gary Winick, whose feature film
“Tadpole” was the sensation of the 2001 Sun-
dance festival when it sold for $5 million and
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enabled him to co-found the InDigEnt pro-
duction company.

In fact, Winick was able to give Wagner a
happy ending before his Sundance an-
nouncement by offering him the directing as-
signment on the next InDigEnt feature film.

Noted Winick: “He has used his family to
make a piece of work that . . . not only will do
well itself but will do well for him to start his
career. I hope this film gets out there because
it’s a great example and it’s a great story.”

{ PoOP

g Address:

T.a% Anonlas Timac

First chances, last
chances and what not
to miss today

songs that sound like night diary entries,
with shadowy ambience and vocals barely
above a whisper, Azure Ray — a duo of
singer-songwriters Maria Taylor and Oren-

relocating from Athens, Ga., to Lincoln,
Neb., where they've become part of the vi-
brant Saddle Creek Records family? Trou-
badour, 9081 Santa Monica Blvd., West
Hollywood. Wed., 7:30 p.m. $10. (310) 276-
1158. Also, Glass House, 200 W, 2nd St., Po-

Sunset Bivd., West Hollywood. Wed., 8 p.n.
$30. (323) 848-5100. Also, J.C. Fandango,
1086 N. State College Blvd., Anaheim. Thu.,
8p.m. $40. (T14) T58-1057.
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mona. Fri,, 7 p.m. $10. (909) 629-0377.

Ray of light: Atter two albums and an EP of  Latin icons: Café Tacuba is the band the
Beatles would have been if they were Mexi-
can. The 12-year-old quartet is an icon of
the alt-Latino movement that reshaped
pop throughout the Spanish-speaking

Global troupe: béja Donné, the celebrated
pan-European and Asian dance troupe,
founded in 1996 in Prague by Simone San-
droni and Lenka Flory, presents the Los
Angeles premiere of “In Bella Copia” (Fair
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