An Account of the True Econom cs
of a Low Budget Motel / Film

In 14 Roons
By A.O d oud
1.

Sitting in ny office one day about a year ago | got a cal
fromny old friend Joey “Chin-up” Christiana. Last tinme |
saw him he was breaki ng the nei ghborhood chin-up record at
the [ ocal playground. Hence the nicknanme. Joe had heard
that I was working in “high finance,” as he called it, half
reverently and half irreverently, and he needed a favor.
Wy he would call nme—an old nook fromthe bl ock—was no
mystery to nme. Joe has always liked to work with nenbers
of his own famly, his close friends, friends of friends.

| imagi ne that even when he finds his way to LA with a
multi-mllion dollar budget and a huge set, he will work
this way. And ne—’'I| be happy to go along for the ride.

| joined his bicycle gang when we were ten, and |I’ve kind
of never left.

Joe had an interesting proposition for ne.
“lI need an accountant for nmy next film” he said.
“What ' s your budget?” | asked, warm ng to his gane.

“Nothing. O barely nothing. A few hundred here and
there. W' Il be running a deficit fromthe start.”

| knew not to ask the question that nost professional bean
counters woul d have asked-why do you need a god dam
accountant if you have no budget ?—because Joe’ s | ogic has
very little to do with capital L logic. 1It’s nore like
dreamlogic. The oil dripping fromthe hoagi e you bought
fromthe parakeet reveals a face, the face starts telling
the funniest joke you ve ever heard, but the punch line
needs a little vinegar and suddenly you say, “exactly,
precisely, that’s it!” O you don’t. You're either with
hi m or agai nst him

“I"'min,” | said. “Wen do | start?”



And that’s how | ended up on the set of these little filns
that becane a great big, film

As for the notes and ny authoring . . . “You were our
accountant, so account for what happened,” is all Joe said
post film

“Ckay,” | said, but he was already off the phone and on to

the next thing before he could hear ne. Enthusiasm burns
cl ean and pushes its vessel quickly forward.

2.

Joe, Billy, and Benjanm n nmade these novies |ike an old
peasant woman haggling over the price of a chicken bone at
the local nmarket. The wild gesticulating was part send- up,
part pragmatism part soul-building exercise. They showed
up at the notel fresh fromjobs or famly headl ocks, with
cars full of film equipnent, actors, doughnuts, sandw ches,
and newspapers, and then they headed straight for the front
desk. Wiile the rest of us stood in the parking | ot
drinking coffee, introducing ourselves, snoking cigarettes,
and figuring out how we all ended up outside a notel in
Jersey, Joe, flanked by Billy and Benjam n, negoti ated

t hrough bull et proof glass the price of the roomin which
we would be filmng. Sonetimes he would call ne in, as his
of ficial accountant, and spit some nunbers at ne, asking,
“can we afford this?” | usually tried to | ook grim and
shook ny head no and then left, and I"'mtold the shtick
usual |y hel ped us shave a few bucks off the price.

3.

By way of background: Since its energence as a cul tural
institution in the 1940s, the notel prom sed respite for
the weary travel er who had no need for the formality and
expense of the city-centric grand hotels of the day; a
“hone away from hone,” as the slogan goes. But al nost from
their inception, notels were perceived with suspicion, as a
“pl ace between places” where the potential for unlawf ul
activity loonmed |arge. Published in The American Magazi ne
in 1940, J. Edgar Hoover wote: “Behind many alluring
roadsi de signs are dens of vice and corruption;” and though
Hoover’s paranoi ac procl amati ons shoul d al ways be taken
with a grain of salt, there nust have been sonmething to it.
A nore reliable source for the reality of Arerica s early
perception cones, ironically, fromfiction. The opening



I ines of Nabokov’'s Lolita: “...l soon grew to prefer the
Functional Mdtel—lean, neat, safe nooks, ideal places for

sl eep, argunent, reconciliation, insatiable illicit |ove.”
Thus, two characteristics factored into the enmergi ng notion
of notels as harbors for the illicit: First, notels were

anonynous. Second, they were | ocated outside city limts,
beyond the force of rmunicipal |aw

4.

The title Motel Anericana nerits careful study and
attention, the kind of close reading you m ght have
performed on a sonnet back in high school. First off, is
the word “notel” a noun or an adjective? If it’s a noun,
it creates a phrase that’s a stand-in for a place (either
real or inmagined). For exanple, you m ght physically check
into a notel. “Which one?” your famly or business

associ ates mght ask. “The Mtel Anericana, off Route 46,”
you mght say, “you can look it up online.”

O it could be the kind of place you could not | ook up
online, the kind of place you could only inmagine, putting
it in the category with expressions like, “he’s in a brown
study” or “he’s in his cups.” So you m ght ask, “what’s
wong with that guy.” And soneone m ght answer, “oh, he’'s
just been spending a little tine in the Mdtel Americana.”
Meaning what? This is just one man’s opinion, but |I'd say
that “spending tinme (of which you can only spend too nuch)
in the Motel Anericana” means you're in a particular kind
of trouble, one brought on by a m x of personal

st ubbornness and i npersonal absurdity. Man vs. Wrld
stuff, you know.

Flipping the coin, if we consider “notel” an adjective, we
have a whol e ot her set of options because “notel” Anericana
is a very particular kind of Americana indeed. It inplies
a particular set of artifacts—& deons Bi bles, ashtrays—a
particul ar set of scrinmshawstiletto heels, airplane

bottl es.

And either way, as | was saying earlier, “notel” anything
neans it’s beyond the force of |aw

5.

“Beyond the force of law’ is a characteristic that
Hol | ywood | oves, and so it didn't take long for the



industry to enbrace the notel for its dramatic potentials.
The roles historically witten for it can be broken down
into roughly two categories: 1. Aretreat for society’s
outcasts, and 2. A surrealistic den of horror. As a | ast
refuge of the desperate shoved to the fringes of society,
the novie notel provides the frame for voyeuristic
gratification. Propelled by inpulses triggered by real-life
not el experiences—guttural noi ses emanating from beyond
paper-thin walls, roons inhabited by derelicts, transients,
prostitutes and ot her dubious types (inmagi ned or actual)—
cinema sets out to do what it does best: allow entrance to
t hose worlds. Fromthe darkness of the theater Mddle
Anerica is free to identify with dramas that are all but

i npossi bl e in the nei ghborhoods and predictability of
suburban life. It is the desperate who act with no regard
for societal nornms and it is in notel roons where their
triunphs and tragedi es play out.

6.

In real life, the notel roomis a kind of set. Wen it is
actually a set, inreel life, it’s a set wwthin a set. So
this can happen: A sound guy and a screenwriter are
drinking coffee in a notel. They have no history together,

but they both kind of knew a guy who knew a guy who nade
films. They are brought together over the canvas of film
to talk, tango, or armwestle. At one slow point (of

whi ch there are few on such outings), the sound guy tells
the kind of story you could only tell to soneone you j ust
met. Sonet hing about his grandnother’s sure fire cure for

pain. “M grandnother was a big Italian grandma ki nd of
| ady. Wen she got nad, she used to bite her own fist.
Hard. But it took care of the pain. It calned her.” And

the story went on, but the screenwiter was doing his best
to hold onto that detail—the fist biting—+to resist the
torrent of words that were trying to infiltrate his nenory
and steal the very particulars of the scene he had begun
constructing. Later, the sound guy will hear a bit of his
grandnot her’s story com ng out of the nouth of an actor
portraying a two-bit gangster; the sound guy will hear his
story, which he dressed up a little bit to begin wth,
dressed down, rehearsed, rehashed, and put on film If it
survives the editing room it wll be fully nythol ogi zed.

It m ght be quoted, reinterpreted, called on for |aughs. So
yes, even in notels, myth can begin its steady trek through
the lives of nmen and wonen.



Oh, and here’s one nore.

The crew is shooting a scene with their clown. He’'s
supposed to march into the hotel, led by his clown shoes,
trailed by his clown suitcase. The light's really

di sappearing fast, and the neter’s running on the room
They’ ve got to get this shot or they m ght never nmake it
back. (Honestly, with this kind of film process, one slip
up mght translate into a shoddy fil m because you can’t pay
your way out of your m stakes. Your m stakes either
enhance the filmor destroy it.) At one point, Joe rushes
out from behind his canmera to strai ghten sonething on the
set. O, that’s normally what he would be doing. Not so
this time. Instead, he grabs the clown’s suitcase, rips it
open, pulls out a toy, and hands it off to a young girl

who, at that precise nonment, is wal king through the set and
into the inpending evening. Lesson # 1 of the | ow budget
film Sonetinmes you nmake the nyth, and sonetines the nyth
makes you. And that was one beautiful m stake.

7.

Billy and Joe approach the lighting of the set |ike two
guys arguing over a parking spot in New York GCty. (Wen
you park in New York City, it’s your job not to give an
inch and to take every inch you can. The suckers who try
to be kind, who try to |l et people pass, cause the whole
systemto shut down. There's a ruthless efficiency to it.

You cut ne off because you can, not because | |let you. But
that puts ne an inch closer to nmy own parking spot, which I
will lift out from under soneone else’'s nose.) Joe and

Billy have been working like this for years. They
understand the history of lights, the lore of lights .

and neither one is prepared to give an inch. [It’s not an
argument so nuch as a westling nmatch between brothers, the
nost primtive formof play. And, to skip back to ny

nmet aphor, this allows thousands upon thousands of cars to
nmove in and out of the city, to park for delightful
rendezvous or to pick up groceries, to drop off kids and
pick up nannies. O in the case of ny two westling
brothers, to allow light itself to be born again as if for
the first tinme.

8.

I n True Romance, Christian Slater and Patricia Arquette
break violently fromthe pattern of their everyday |ives



and, in turn, concoct a schene to escape soci etal
constraints entirely. Their quest finds them holed up at
The Safari Inn Motel with half a mllion dollars worth of
the nob’s coke. There the adorabl e Arquette undergoes her
final rite of passage—a nerciless beating by a hul king
Janes Gandol fini. When Slater finally drags her out to
safety she’s beaten and bl oodi ed, and as they stunbl e down
the corridor, cocaine in tow, the tenants peer from
doorways with |ooks that say this is nothing new. Here the
notel is the heroes’ final stopover before achieving

conpl ete freedom

The notel also serves as “gateway” in Thelnma & Loui se where
t he heroines seal their shared fate. It’s in a notel room
where Thel ma synbolically | eaves her husband by sl eeping
with a two-bit transient thief. In the next room Louise
breaks irrevocably fromthe nman she |loves in order to
pursue a higher state of bei ng—+ndependence. And it was in
the notel room where their escape plans are revealed to the
thief, information that eventually corners themon the lip
of the Grand Canyon, poised for their ultimte break from

t he oppressive patriarchal society fromwhich they' re

fl eei ng.

9.

To reduce it to a sinple fornula, Mtel Anericana

mul tiplied by any nuneral equals: Doubles. Edges. The
conplete flip of a personality. And then the flop.
Shaving off a beard. G ow ng one. Living up to the nost
deep- seat ed expectations of our nothers. Throwi ng a

nmust ache against a wall. Being clowns at heart. GCentle
men who go too far. Danmaged nmen who do danmage. Life
reduced to what you can fit in a small, spare room

Mrrors. N ght reduced to a small fee. Love running on a
nmeter. A rent you can sSwing as your noney runs out.

Br oken beasts wal ki ng Spani sh down the hall. The
proverbial fight or flight position. A nan in a corner and
anot her man com ng at him Bodi es crashi ng agai nst each

ot her. Men, wonen, tight spaces, bad |ighting.

10.

Someti mes Joe woul d send Ben Val entine out for coffee and
he woul d conme back with dial ogue fromthe night clerk-and
no coffee. W’d be conplaining until the caneras started
rolling and the new di al ogue would start to crackle and



catch in the perfect lighting and the actors woul d hear

t hensel ves tranpi ng new ground and the scene woul d creak
along |i ke a punp organ or an accordion or anything that
breaths to nmusic. Lesson # 2 about the | ow budget film
when you burn a new fuel, you find a different kind of
action, one you didn't expect, one that redefines your
typi cal categories (efficiency, aesthetics, acting, etc.).

11.

One sub-category of notel filnms should be noted—hat of
notel as |low-rent novie studio for indie pictures. Mtels
are easy to shoot at—+ent a roomand you have a | ocation.
The two nost notable films in this sub-category are the

brilliant filnms Bug and Tape but a quick internet search
wWill return nore DV notel filmtitles than you can shake a
stick at.

Motel Anericana is one such filmat which the stick ains
its shaking. As | contenplate the history of the notel in
cinema and consider howthis little filmfits into the

bi gger picture, | realize that over the past year or so of
production, each short shot at this seedy hi deaway has not
only explored (desperate) characters and their stories, but
has sinmultaneously investigated the notel space as rel ated
to the mechanisns of cinema itself. Each filmin the
collection utilizes its own genre-noir, horror, absurdi sm
surrealism docunentary—to present its tale. It occurs to
me now that this group of filmmuakers instinctively toyed
with the idea that the physical experience of entering a
notel is akin to the psychol ogi cal experience of entering a
film Through the notel room door or through the shimmering
novi e screen we (as guests, as audi ence nenbers, as

fil makers) anticipate and create new worl ds born into our

i mgi nations. It seens to nme that the nythol ogical
conception of notels and the need for the magic of novies
wor k harnoni ously to that end. One nourishes the other.

12.

And nourishnment is at the heart of the econom cs of the

| ow budget film Back at ny desk job as word | eaked out
that | was spending nore and nore tinme “keeping the books”
for a project that would never officially conpensate ne, |
ate ny fair share of shit. M colleagues, useful sharks
that they are, absolutely could not understand how ny hours
away fromclients and bill ables could possibly pay off



(especially as the econony took the dive that crushed the
lives of so many financial folks |ike nyself).

Economi cs. You trade this for that. And if you understand
econonics, you learn how to get nore this for less that.
But I was paid in better wages. |In the tedious, groin-
t hrashing gane of duality, the freest man sonetines finds a
way to go beyond the game, to turn his back on the gane.
“You go ahead and bal ance the scal es,” he says, “I just
have to use that restroomover there.” And as he turns the
corner, he breaks into a slow jog and never | ooks back.

13.

The nost fanmous novie notel, of course, is The Bates Mdtel,
(Psycho). The filmitself has been psychoanal yzed ad
nauseam but it’s inportant to note that this, the nost
notoriously Freudian of all filnms, is housed in a notel.

Hi t chcock defined the notel as a nysterious netherworld
(beyond city and societal Iimts) where inner psychol ogi cal
urges can be released and permtted to reign free. Wen
Janet Leigh enters the roomof The Bates Motel it’'s as if
she’s entering into the m nd of Nornman Bates hinself. Once
inside, she’s ensnared in his private traumas, subject to
his secret urges. The investigators, representative of
“functioning society,” spoil all the fun when they enter
with all their righteous, self-inposing nornalcy.

14.

That the notel staff was rarely accommobdati ng and
extrenmely, deeply uninterested in the film put the
econom cs of the whol e endeavor in the proper perspective.
Nobody st opped and | ooked. The staff and clientele in this
particular notel didn't care to see or be seen. They had
no use for the romance of the artistic process. To be
personal Iy rem nded of this during al nost every nonment of
the filmng process was perhaps the best thing that could
have happened in the evolution of the filmand the
filmuakers.

For, at least to ny eyes, maybe the nost inportant thing a
filmmaker can learn is also the thing that sets himfinally
and fully free. Lesson # 3: It’s highly likely that nobody
out side your small circle of friends and fam |y cares about
your film As such, the filmisn't for anything. Except



itself . . . its very nature and the nurturing it takes to
unfold it.

Under these conditions, the range of a fil muaker’s
deci si ons becones very clear and clean. So these fil nmakers
followed their owmn logic and the discipline inplied by it;
followed the rant only as far as it needed to go; let the
drunkard wal k only as far as he could go without falling
down.

Far from being econom c-1ess, the econom cs of the | ow
budget filmreside in the spiritual realm they transact
beyond the Iimts of the body. You put in tinme, but what
do you get? What’'s your bottomline? Primarily, it’s the
chance to see and hear what you inmagined. To live
alongside it as it learns to breath and wal k and even
wal t z.

I’mtelling you what | could never tell my coll eagues at
the accounting firm These fil makers, like all passionate
i ndi vidual s, paid the proverbial blood, sweat, and tears
for the privilege of living al ongside their inmagined

worl ds. Then, when they wal ked off the set and back into
their lives, they reaped the reward of a lifetine:
wakefulness . . . being fully open to participation in the
entire human affair.

You becone what you do, what you are. As you practice the
art of making filmw th no noney, you work the basic m nes,
extracting pure mnerals. You tend to dial ogue, naking
sure it says what it has to and no nore. You | ook at
faces, really tending to them You paint on walls and

bodi es. You straighten the light. You think deeply about
exactly how | ong a | over should nourn the | oss of her |oved
one . . . and what this mght actually | ook Iike and sound
like.

Fromthis doing, this making of free and passionate fil ns,
you bring new existential skills to your owm free |ife.

You learn to tend to story—your own and others’. You |learn
to act wwth grace when that’s called for or to perfect
anger, which is also sonetinmes called for. Wen you
practice over and over again crying over |loss or Kkissing
under wildest gain . . . when you coach soneone to punch
nore honestly, to |ove the rough edge of a curse word, to
hol d anot her body better . . . you yourself get better.



You can’'t help it. WMking | ow budget filnms is nmaking life,
inch by everloving inch.

O at least that’s what | |earned when | spent a little
time in the Motel Anericana.



