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ABOUT THE FILM

THE OUTSIDER is Nicholas Jarecki’s portrait of James Toback, the notorious New York movie director.  For structure, Jarecki makes it his business to chronicle the production of Toback’s last thriller, “When Will I Be Loved,” starring Neve Campbell.  But THE OUTSIDER is more than a behind-the-scenes look at moviemaking; it’s a “behind-the-eyes” look at a forceful, magnetic personality driven by keen intelligence, shaped by undeniable creativity, forged by joyful narcissism, hammered by insatiable compulsions and nurtured by many loyal, famous and powerful friends.  Like gambling on horses, ingesting 10,000 micrograms of LSD and indulging a voracious sensual appetite, making movies is a compulsion for Toback, something he simply must do.  And it’s something he does like nobody else.  Featuring Robert Downey, Jr., Brooke Shields, Mike Tyson, Harvey Keitel, Norman Mailer, Barry Levinson, Jim Browne, Robert Towne, Brett Ratner, Roger Ebert, Bijou Phillips and perhaps the only on-set interview Woody Allen has ever granted, THE OUTSIDER is far from hagiography, but Jim’s pretty happy with it.

ABOUT THE SUBJECT

Before James Toback gained his extensive experience as producer, director and actor, he started his career as a teacher. After earning degrees from both Harvard and Columbia, Toback served as an English instructor at CCNY. In 1969 he moved to LA where he became close friends with football legend/movie star Jim Brown.   Brown inspired Toback's 1971 book Jim: The Author's Self-Centered Memoir of the Great Jim Brown.  Toback followed Jim with his first original screenplay THE GAMBLER.  Karel Reisz, the distinguished British director, took Toback on in a collaboration, which served as a one-man film school for Toback.  THE GAMBLER quickly became what it has remained – the classic film on the subject.

Toback made his internationally acclaimed directorial debut with FINGERS (1978), which has evolved into a cult classic, celebrated over the years by filmmakers as diverse as Truffaut, Fassbinder, King Vidor, Abel Ferrara, Tarantino and Brett Ratner.  Toback went on to write and direct LOVE AND MONEY (1982), EXPOSED (1983) THE PICK UP ARTIST (1987) THE BIG BANG (1989), TWO GIRLS AND A GUY (1997), BLACK AND WHITE (2000), HARVARD MAN (2002), and WHEN WILL I BE LOVED (2004).  He also wrote the multiple award winning BUGSY (1991) on which he collaborated with Warren Beatty and Barry Levinson.  As an actor Toback has appeared in EXPOSED, Woody Allen’s ALICE (1990), BUGSY, BLACK AND WHITE and Damon Dash’s DEATH OF A DYNASTY (2004).

IN “THE OUTSIDER” WE HEAR FROM…

Woody Allen

Director. Cast Toback in “Alice” (1991) as Professor Davis, a brilliant but lecherous college teacher who tries to seduce Mia Farrow through interpretation of romantic literature.  Toback and Allen share the same city and several filmic preoccupations-- they also use some of the same crew. "There's never been a big audience for personal films, so someone like James Toback, who makes movies that aren't created in a factory-like way, will make films knowing that it's not mainstream stuff. Mass audiences prefer more commercially driven formulas. But personal films are worth the struggle; making the other stuff would bore me stiff."

Robert Downey, Jr.

Actor.  Starred in “The Pickup Artist” (1987), “Two Girls and a Guy” (1998), “Black and White” (2000).  "He's possibly the most spontaneous braniac that's ever walked the earth.  He's a genius and he's a retard... he's stuck on stupid in some very fundamental ways.  That said, if there's anything that we've done together, we've evoked in one another the ability to evolve, even if it's not seeming that way to the outside world.  We've evolved."

Harvey Keitel

Actor. Starred in Toback's directorial debut “Fingers” (1978), “Exposed” (1983), “The Pick-Up Artist” (1987). "Perhaps I'm a little bit more of a whore than Jim is. My approach is a bit different. Compromise is a fact of life. You have children, you need to pay the rent and feed them. But I was also a marine and the motto was: ‘Know your enemy. Understand them.  Become what they are. And then kill 'em.’”

Mike Tyson

Actor. Starred in “Black and White” (1999), “When Will I Be Loved” (2004). "Toback - deviancy - Tyson fits in there in a way. Uninvitingly but I manage to fit in that picture, that world. The main affinity we share: we have demons but we have good hearts. We may be a little crazy at times, but we're only crazy when it's called for."

Neve Campbell

Actress. Starred in “When Will I Be Loved” (2004). "Why do I work with Jim? I think I discover things from him. It's gritty. It's truth... It's a choice. There are some people who got it in their minds that they wanted to be successful and famous and get a nice house and car-- they're afraid that if they lose that, that makes them a failure somehow and people around them tell them that. I did things like that, and then realized I wasn't making the kinds of movies I wanted to make and I wasn't happy."

Norman Mailer

Author / Jim's Mentor. Jim wrote one of his first published articles about Mailer in Commentary magazine in the late 1960s. Mailer's books served as a great source of inspiration for Toback's movie themes. "In my day, the novel was immensely exciting. We had Hemingway and Faulkner, a number of others. Today I would want to be a movie director, because that's where the excitement is, the aesthetic excitement. It's like being a general, and I always wanted to be a general. Happily there's a lot less blood."

Brooke Shields

Actress. Starred in “Black and White” (1999). "He can be insane, and let that part of his insanity come out. There's another side that's vulnerable when he really tries... I've been the good soldier my entire life. What I asked Jim was: please don't let me be the good soldier."

Barry Levinson

Director. Directed “Bugsy” (1991) written by James Toback. Initially, Jim planned to hire a hit man to kill Levinson after Warren Beatty told him that Levinson would direct Bugsy instead of Jim. After a few meetings, the two become close friends and the hit was called off. They still talk every day. "What fascinated me about ‘Bugsy,’ and about Jim's script for it, was that it showed a man's obsessive behavior, the good and the bad of it all, because on the one hand he was very charming and successful, he built Las Vegas, and on the other hand he was a lunatic and a violent psychopath." 

Jim Brown

Actor / Athlete.  Acted in “Fingers” (1978). Toback lived in Jim Brown's notorious house in the Hollywood Hills in the late 1960s, and wrote a book about Brown called Jim: The Author's Self-Centered Memoir of the Great Jim Brown. Jim and Toback shared a home for two years while Toback wrote about Brown's work to heal the Los Angeles gang community, and the various orgies they both participated in at Brown's house.

Robert Towne

Screenwriter and director of such films as “Chinatown”, “Shampoo”, “Mission:

Impossible”, and “Without Limits”. A close friend of Jim's for many years, Towne is a grandmaster of film writing and structure, and Jim called him in to consult on the editing of his recent movie. "A director has to have confidence. When that goes, everything goes. I remember working on ‘The Godfather.’ I came in late and wrote a scene. Prior to writing the scene I was shown the film for the first time. Francis asked me what I thought and I said it was some of the best footage I'd ever seen. I think I could see in his eyes that he knew he had made a mistake hiring me because I was just going to pull his leg and tell him what he wanted to hear. He had been beaten up so badly by the studio that he didn't realize the enormous power of what he had on his hands."

Brett Ratner

Director: “Rush Hour”, “Red Dragon”. Acted in “Black and White” (1999). "Look at the man. The directors I admire are the ones where when you see their films; they're in their films. Their films are themselves. When you see a James Toback movie and you know the man, you know he is his movies."

Roger Ebert

Film Critic. "I like Toback. I haven't liked all of his films, in fact, I kind of hated ‘The Pick-Up Artist’, but he's there, he's in your face, he's with you, he's trying, he's trying to do something amazing. And that's so much better than most people who just aren't trying at all. Is he self-indulgent? Bergman and Fellini are self-indulgent. If you don't indulge yourself, who are you going to indulge? If you just indulge the audience then you're not a director at all, you're a caterer."

Power from Wu-Tang Clan

Actor / Rapper / Producer. Starred in “Black and White” (1999) and “When Will I Be Loved” (2004). "Jim's a nigga. He said from the beginning, ‘yo I don't know this shit, and I ain't tryin’ to pretend. The music, the words, you know it, you do it the way you do it and I'll film it.’ He was just real. So when Jim calls my house, my girlfriend picks up or whoever, they know Jim. It ain't like, ‘yo, it's the white guy Jim on the phone’ as opposed to yo, your cousin is a nigga who is on hold on the phone.’ You feel what I'm sayin'?"

Bijou Phillips

Actress / Troublemaker. Starred in “Black and White” (1999). "He just does what he thinks will work and what he believes in. Lots of people say, ‘oh you have to have a script, you can't do this or that,’ he just says, ‘fuck it, this is what I'm doing.’ Some people can't understand that. But he's a powerful organizer. That's meaningful. I know tons of directors who couldn't organize an egg on toast."

Jeff Berg

Chairman of ICM Talent Agency / Toback’s Agent. "The first time I met Jim, he walked into my office and asked for a loan of $275,000 for some pressing gambling obligations that needed to be satisfied. I couldn't make the payment, but he did become my client and we've worked together for the last 27 years. He knows more about art and literature and politics than most... But it's scary when you see a guy drop $75,000 on a football game and know that that was a moment that could take place next week, the week after, the week after, under the theory that the house always wins. So that's one of the contradictions that he has to deal with as someone battling a number of demonic obsessions, one of which is gambling."

John Calley

Former Chairman of Sony Pictures. Calley distributed “Black and White” (1999) and has had a fifty-year motion-picture career. "I think the role of the outsider is one that Jim plays with great comfort. Could Jim get a job as a screenwriter in California and a run-of-the-mine steady working director job? Sure. But he'd have to make compromises that I don't think he's prepared to make. We make films that are on assembly lines, not in terms of their quality but in terms of their delivery dates and their release potentials. The average cost of a film is now $100 Million. I don't think that's Jim. He hears the beat of his own drum and he marches to it."

QUESTIONS FOR NICHOLAS JARECKI

Q:      
What drew you to James Toback as a subject for this film?  How did 

you first get to know him?

About four years ago I wrote a book called Breaking In: How 20 Film Directors Got Their Start.  I interviewed 20 filmmakers after I graduated from NYU film school because I wanted to know how they got started in the movie business since nobody would even give me a mop job. I talked to a widely varied group of folks: John Carpenter, The Farrelly Brothers, Kimberly Peirce, John Schlesinger, Barry Sonnenfeld, and Brett Ratner to name a few. Toback was one of the 20 and his interview was the one that stuck with me the most. It wasn’t only his approach to filmmaking that fascinated me, but his whole life story. I met him to conduct the interview in 2001 over two 3-hour sessions at the Fein & Shapiro Jewish Delicatessen on 72nd Street.  His interview contained so much film insight, insane stories about sex, gambling, philosophy, moviemaking, and general chutzpah that it turned out to be one of my favorites in the book. After our interview we said goodbye and I rushed off to transcribe tapes while he put the finishing touches on his movie “Harvard Man”.

About two years later my friend, the actress Michelle Williams, told me that Toback was making a new movie and that she might play in one of the roles. She described it as a thriller that was very sexual. I immediately knew that that would be something interesting to document and I was looking for something interesting to do. I contacted Jim right away through his producer, Michael Mailer, who gave me his phone number and home address. I dropped off a letter for him, and left him about five voice messages over the course of a week telling him I wanted to shoot some footage on the set of his film. I didn’t hear from him and I was ready to give up and consider the whole thing idiotic behavior on my part until I finally said, ‘what the hell, I’ll call one last time’. He picked up, immediately remembered me from our interview years before, and told me to show up the next morning and start shooting.

Q:      
You had amazing access to Jim and to the set of his film.  Was he 

ever reluctant to give you the access?

No. When I first called him about doing a piece on him (which we had thought would just be a behind-the-scenes piece for the DVD of his movie), he told me to show up the next morning on set. I think he might have been a little nervous that my camera would freak Neve out, so he suggested I start with some “stolen” shots from across the street. But once I got there and said hello to him again, our rapport picked up right where it had left off three years earlier. And I started shooting. Just as I took my first shot, one of the production managers was about to throw me off set and call the cops! But then Toback picked up a walkie-talkie and told everyone that I was okay and could shoot whatever I wanted. I really don’t know why he trusted me so much—I guess that’s the part of him that gambles. Each day I would ask him if he was sick of me yet and if I should come back, and he always told me to show up the next morning. We had extensive conversations on film about his methodology and history—Jim can definitely talk! But it was all fascinating and I think that we started to understand how to talk to each other and that we were really doing something that was interesting, at least to us. One thing I was constantly surprised at was how much time Jim was willing to give me during shooting. I had always thought that on set a director would be neurotically consumed like I was in film school. But Jim is very confident and laid back, and he projects that across his set, so things just kept falling into place. The crew would be setting up a shot and Jim and I would be discussing Welles, Godard, and Truffaut. Then he’d go off and talk to Neve, and then they’d shoot the scene. And I was following along.

I was actually the one who was hesitant to keep pushing forward. The first day I almost quit the project because I didn’t know what to do and where my boundaries were. I called my friend (documentary filmmaker) Josh Rubin and told him I was unsure of how to proceed. He told me to just keep moving ahead, to get up in everyone’s faces and let them set the boundaries. Fortunately they never did. After a while I think the actors and the crew got to like having me around. They would make sure I was fed and stuff. How I managed to hoodwink everyone still escapes me.

Once the bulk of shooting on Jim’s movie was done, we really established a closer relationship and he began to open up more about his life and history. That’s when stuff got even better.

Q:      
The interview with Woody Allen took place on the set of his new film, 

“Melinda & Melinda.”  Allen almost never gives interviews, and as far as we know has never done an interview on the set.  How’d that happen?

I really don’t know—I was dumbfounded when I found out he agreed to do it. Woody is one of my three favorite filmmakers and I have been enormously influenced by his work and even his approach to living! Brian Hamill, who is both Woody and Toback’s close friend and still photographer, arranged the interview on 24 hours notice. I asked Brian if he could set it up, and he called me back an hour later and said Woody told him to have me there the next morning. I arrived and spent about 30 minutes watching Brian take photos and Woody shoot a scene with Amanda Peet, and then we ran right to the side to shoot the interview in ten minutes. He was incredibly insightful, honest, and just a lot of fun. Afterwards, I gave him a copy of my book (where in the first chapter, Edward Zwick talks about how Woody gave him his first PA job on the set of ‘Love and Death’) and told Woody about it and that he was mentioned.  Allen replied, “Oh, ‘Love and Death,’ so I guess I taught Ed how NOT to make a movie.” And then, just like that, Woody went on to shoot the next scene. Coincidentally, I was late to meet Downey at the Stanhope to tape his interview. As I rushed off the set in my car, Woody waved goodbye.

I think that Woody and Toback are very similar characters in many ways—they’re brilliant, obsessed, and very generous. I’ve always loved Woody and all his movies, and I always will.

Q:      
It seems like several of the people interviewed for the film were quite 

happy to give their time, and some were even interviewed jointly with Jim, like Brooke Shields and Norman Mailer.  Were you concerned that this approach might make your film seem too cozy with its subject?

I thought about it—I definitely didn’t want to stray towards hagiography. It’s no secret that I like and admire Jim, both as a filmmaker and a friend. But of course he has his faults like everyone else and I wanted to capture those, too, to give the film some real depth. There are moments in the film where people are critical of Jim’s approach to his work or discuss the consequences of being a true independent artist who marches as John Calley says in the movie, “only to the beat of his own drum.” Those were important things to showcase.

But a big part of what makes Jim interesting is his charm and his ability to talk to people. I wanted to show Jim interacting with his collaborators to try to document not only what they thought about him and their work with him, but to see how they interact together. There is a moment in the film when Jim pays Brooke Shields a well-deserved but uncommonly hyperbolic compliment about her acting abilities. I love seeing her reaction. And Jim and Mike Tyson talking about madness, orgies, LSD, and the demons they both face-- it's hysterical but it's also quite poignant. 

I don’t want people to think getting the access was easy. But it really wasn’t that hard either. Jim inspires people to talk about him. There’s a lot to say.

Q:      
Were there places Toback did not want for you to go, or people he 

didn’t want you to talk to?  Did he place any restrictions on the project?

No. I don’t think he would have liked it if I had some studio head on film saying he lost them twenty-five million dollars and that he was a terrible filmmaker and should never be hired again, but I don’t think he would have forbidden it, either. And I wouldn’t have been able to make the movie that way anyway. Why he trusted me so much I don’t know, but I’m glad he did.

Q:     
You come from a family of documentary filmmakers.  Your brother 

Andrew made “Capturing the Friedmans,” while your brother Eugene just won the Grand Jury Prize at Sundance with “Why We Fight.”  What’s with the Jarecki genes, and what kind of support did you get from your brothers with this project?

Believe it or not, we all developed our interests in film separately and don’t work together. This is probably dumb because we might be able to achieve full world domination as a cadre, but the competitive gene is a part of our family as well, and might be one of the things that propel us to work hard.

Q:      
You are a young filmmaker, and this, your first film, is a documentary. Do you want to make fiction features and, if so, what did you learn from spending so much time with Toback?

Yes. I learned an enormous amount from this project—it was like my own personal film master class. I got to watch Woody Allen, James Toback, and Barry Levinson direct on their sets, and got to sit next to them and ask questions. I got to talk to and forge friendships with some of the greatest actors in the business that I have always admired. I met other filmmakers, editors, writers, and movie lovers who helped me by donating their time in the editing room, in screenings, and at two am when I was freaking out about that day’s particular disaster and needed a reassuring word. I learned the meaning of the word community and how some people in the film business really do take it seriously. I spent over 4,000 hours working on the making and editing of the film and countless more figuring out what I was trying to say with it. And in the end, I made a film which I am proud of and I think shows some of my abilities, and hopefully will encourage people to give me a chance to keep developing them (or fall flat on my face, you never know!) 

My next project is a movie adaptation of a novel by my favorite writer. I didn’t know him at all, and when I called him and asked him if he would write a script with me so that I could direct it, he asked me to send him my work. I sent him THE OUTSIDER and we wrote the script. Without Toback, that never would have happened. 

I hope that my experience will inspire other people like me to go out and just do it—make your own movie and don’t let anything get in the way. Forget people’s opinions.  I definitely learned that moviemaking is not an easy business. The only way to succeed is to forge ahead and keep working.

Q:      
How would you describe your appreciation of Toback’s body of 

work.  Are you a fan?  Do you like his early stuff better than his more recent work?  

I am a definite fan. Norman Mailer says of Jim’s films, “They’re half great, and half all fucked up.” I agree. Jim is a compelling voice in the cinema—there aren’t a lot of those guys out there left. Friedkin, Coppola, Scorsese, and Abel Ferrara are the ones I love, and it’s the movies on the edge like “King of Comedy”, “Bad Lieutenant”, and “Fingers” that make films worth watching. For me movies are about those gray areas we all live in, confronting things we don’t necessarily want to know about ourselves, finding the criminal in every cop, the thief in every priest. That’s what Toback’s films do. They aren’t always perfect, and sometimes they don’t fully work, but the visceral performances of Harvey Keitel and Nastassia Kinski in “Exposed”, or Downey’s virtuoso performance in “Two Girls and a Guy” — those are the reasons I go sit in a dark room for two hours.

ABOUT THE FILMMAKER

A New York native, twenty-five year old Nicholas Jarecki is the author of the 2001 Doubleday book Breaking In: How 20 Film Directors Got Their Start. A graduate of NYU film school, Jarecki has directed several music videos and commercials. This is his first feature film.
