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NOTES FROM THE NEW WORLD- PRODUCTION NOTES

In the Beginning

Vitaly Sumin decides to shelve temporarily his two completed scripts, Shades of Blood and Love Game to write the script for Notes from the New World.  This will represent the second film in his Dostoevsky/LA project.  He writes a first draft in three weeks, followed by several months of revisions and refinements.  As the final script nears completion, he begins the process of securing financing from supporters of his previous film, Shades of Day.  Drawing on his experience and contacts from that film he begins to assemble a crew.

Casting

Sumin meets with Rich Crater, his casting director from “Shades,” at Musso & Franks, the iconic watering hole of Hollywood’s golden age.  Excited by the project, Crater offers his Hub Theater in for auditions and rehearsals--and also as a key location for the story’s “play within a film.”  

Auditions begin.  The first person cast is Jerry Prager, as Bob, the wealthy playwright and Dostoevsky afficianado who functions as the film’s “man behind the curtain.”  Devorah Lynn Dishington auditions for the leading role of Irina.  She does superbly but doesn’t match Irina’s physical description.  Instead, she is offered the lesser role of Bob’s assistant, Michelle.

The other leading roles are cast and the first gathering of the cast and crew takes place.  It involves a read-through and a discussion; all are encouraged to participate.  This marks the beginning of a signature Sumin process—“actor’s boot camp.”  The actors rehearse in an atmosphere of freedom and  experimentation.  Besides actively working on their roles, they are encouraged to read the four books that helped to inspire the script:  Notes from the Underground and The Idiot by Dostoevsky, The Magus by John Fowles, and The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho.  Discussions are initiated on the themes and philosophical implications contained in those works and in Sumin’s script, which he continues to refine as the story comes to life.
During this period, three of the leading actors are replaced in a stringent winnowing process.  Perhaps fittingly, Jerry Prager, the playwright puppet master, remains.  The original cast members can still be seen in the clips on the “Notes” website which document the strange events surrounding the disappearance of Sumin’s screenwriter colleague Robert Hurley.

Location is Everything

Another necessary replacement:  the main theater location.  Through various machinations of a Machiavellian nature, Rich Crater has lost his beloved Hub Theater.  An extensive search is launched. The theater functions almost as a character in the film—it’s an extension of Bob Criden’s persona—and none quite fit the bill until Dennis Gersten steps forward to offer his venue, Theater Unlimited, located in North Hollywood’s NoHo theater district.  It turns out to be exactly what Sumin envisioned.  Besides its architectural attributes, Theater Unlimited also possessed a history that resonated with the mood of Notes from the New World.  In an earlier incarnation, it housed the Iguana, a now-legendary bohemian coffeehouse.  Also, Peter Falk, whose Columbo character was based on Porfiry Petrovich, the detective in Crime and Punishment, was a regular customer in the donut shop across the street.

But the four week shoot is not limited to the claustrophobic confines of the theater and its adjacent apartment, where Steven undergoes the transformation into Dostoevsky’s Underground Man beneath the watchful lenses of Bob Criden’s cameras.  

The action of the script soon spirals out to a series of stunning locations in LA and environs:  a downtown plaza; Bob Criden’s palatial home, owned in real life by a young market speculator and movie producer; Westlake Village in the vicinity of MacArthur Park, representing a rich slice of old LA; a secluded beach in Malibu.

Dostoevsky’s stories take place in the imperial Russian capitol of St. Petersburg, with its dreamlike streets, squares, and palaces.  As the second film in Sumin’s Dostoevsky/LA Project, Notes from the New World transports the stories—re-envisioned--to a much different city of dreams:  modern-day Los Angeles.  The first film in the series, Shades of Day, was described by one critic as a “hymn to Los Angeles.”  “Notes” represents a continuation of that hymn in a new key.   

The Car Accident

One particular trying scene was the out-of-control car that kills one of the Russia mafia members.  Filming took place on a side street in North Hollywood, several blocks from Theater Unlimited.  Early tests involved a car and a dummy substituted for the actor at the last minute.  However, Sumin ultimately concluded that this approach violated the dream-like tone of the film; paradoxically, in its very explicitness it proved to be less realistic than the approach that was ultimately utilized—-near-focus photography, canny editing, and the addition of sound effects which combined recordings with Foley.

The carefully created aftermath of the “accident,” however, was realistic enough to attract unwanted attention in the form of a police car which arrived with its siren blaring.  Despite the fact that an onlooker unconnected to the film had apparently called in the report, the film company was deemed responsible for instigating a false alarm.  To satisfy the requirements of the moment, Sumin cheerfully offered to be taken into custody—but only after whispering some quick instructions to first assistant director Udi Looshi.  The police car departed and shooting continued.  For Sumin, his brief stint in the hands of the authorities was had clear precedent in the life of Dostoevsky, with the key difference that there was no concern about an early morning execution.

“Notes” and Neighbors
On another occasion, a pre-dawn shoot in the theater parking lot was accompanied by a barbecue feast.  Several awakened neighbors were initially irate, but became happy campers when they were invited to join the festivities.  Several of them later joined the cast as audience members for scene of Bob’s play debut.  

Street Theater
Steven’s street performance as Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov in downtown LA were filmed verite style to capture the spontaneous, anything-can-happen nature of the scene.  In the course of the morning’s shoot, Nathanael Theisen as Steven drew on his live theater background and became a little too entertaining, attracting a crowd that grew to the point that filming was becoming impossible--in the script Steven is performing to indifferent passersby.  Drawing on his military training, Sumin decided to resort to a diversionary tactic:  he had Natasha Blasick, who plays Sonia, perform a sensual Russian dance, thereby allowing Steven and the small crew to slip away and complete the scene nearby.  Natasha’s reaction shots for the sequence were filmed later, after the crowd had dispersed.

Big Brother Is Watching

To gather raw material for the play he’s writing, the Bob Criden character has set up cameras throughout Steven’s apartment.  Certain actions in the film are seen twice, the first time as they’re taking place and later on Bob’s monitors.  Three different types of cameras of were used to shoot the monitor footage, creating inconsistencies in the resulting picture quality.  Associate producer Taesing Yim recommended shooting directly off the monitors as opposed to inserting the footage in post-production.  Sumin agreed and felt that this approach would also lead to heightened performances, since the monitor footage elicits some of the most intense emotional moments of the film.

Creating an Angel

There aren’t many effects shot in the film.  Sumin’s sensibility draws on the tenets of magic realism, in which the entire film can be viewed as an effect.  However, there was one key effect which necessitated entering the digital realm—it pertains to Sophie’s way of seeing Steven—namely, as an angel; in the script it’s described as a halo.  After experimenting with a variety of digital halos much as one would try on various hats, Sumin concluded that all of the halos were too literal for the emotional quality he was seeking.  They called too much attention to themselves.  Then, one night, Sumin experienced a flash of inspiration—literally--as he observed the beacons lighting the sky for a film premiere.  A new concept for the effect was born--light beams which seemed to come from behind Steven.  The final result is much more striking and evocative than any standard-issue halo; the shafts of light are the visual representation of an epiphany and the mighty spirit of Dostoevsky. 
