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NOTES FROM THE NEW WORLD - 2011

DEVELOPMENT AND BEYOND

Vitaly Sumin had completed the film Shades of Day based on the Dostoevsky’s novella White Nights.  It was time for the second film in his projected Dostoevsky/LA project.  He had two Dostoevsky-inspired scripts completed:  One was The Idiot, written in Paris several years before Shades of Day.  The other was a re-visioning of Crime and Punishment set at the time of the riots that followed the Rodney King verdict in 1992.

But the creative process has a way of establishing its own schedule, and out of inspiration and perhaps a need for the proverbial change of pace, Sumin’s writing took a different direction in the form of a new script titled Love Game.  It was a post-Orwellian tale that combined multiple strands of modern life:  Hi-tech voyeurism, virtual reality, greed, and the diminution of personal meaning.  Its characters were caught in a web, not of their own making, but one to which they willing submitted when they entered an electronically monitored maze in order to win a life-changing prize.  

But with the ongoing tectonic political and social shifts occurring in the world post 9-11, it soon became apparent that the Dostoevsky/LA project could no longer be kept on hold; and the story that resonated most strongly with the new reality was Notes from the Underground, with its simultaneously sobering and inspiring themes of personal freedom and willful alienation.  Working at a feverish pace, Sumin created a script that took Dostoevsky’s nineteenth century novella as the starting point for a strikingly original contemporary tale.

Only later did Sumin realize that a key aspect of the plot—an ever-shifting love triangle between the main characters—had been subliminally derived from another work by Dostoevsky, his epic novel The Idiot.

The script, soon to be titled Notes from the New World, had additional roots in two books outside of the Dostoevsky canon:  The Magus by John Fowles and The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho.  The prototype for the plot-driving character of Bob in “Notes,” for instance, is none other than Fowles’ wealthy Greek master manipulator, Maurice Conchis.  Some of Bob’s traits are also drawn from the character of Bill in the Love Game script, which Sumin wrote well before he’d read The Magus.  To complete the creative circle, it should be noted that neither The Magus nor The Alchemist would likely exist without the influence of Dostoevsky.      

It was in Notes from the New World that the inventions of Love Game would find a new and richer context.  The concept of a bored, rich master manipulator observing human behavior in his private electronic matrix resurfaced with a heightened degree of humanity in the character of Bob Criden.  But his surveillance activities were now motivated, not by idle curiosity, but by a passion to understand and create.  While ethically dubious, this pursuit was in the service of larger, tangible purpose—to provide him with material for play based on—you guessed it—Dostoevsky’s immortal Notes from the Underground.  The architecture of the story achieved a new intricacy as it presented a play within a play within a play; it became the dramatic and visual embodiment of Shakespeare’s immortal formulation, “All the world’s a stage and all the men and women merely players.”  
As further evidence of this truth, the story’s themes of renewal and betrayal were recapitulated in the 
very process of making the film.  During pre-production, almost the entire cast was replaced during the extended rehearsal process (see “About the Casting.”)  In effect they became placeholders, allowing the production to gel until the final cast could appear, fresh horses bringing with them a new springiness and spontaneity.  And an additional benefit was incurred: as newcomers, strangers in a strange land, they were able to viscerally capture the lost, searching qualities of their characters. 

Meanwhile, video clips began appearing on YouTube and the Notes from the New World website (www.notesthemovie) concerning the mysterious disappearance of Robert Hurley, Sumin’s co-writer on the film.  Questions were raised about whether Hurley had engineered his own disappearance or fallen victim to foul play.

This is partially a reflection of Sumin’s irony laced humor, though the larger intent of this cyber-charade was the marketing of Notes from the New World, a la the Blair Witch Project. In this instance, however, the Robert Hurley disappearance exists in its own universe, maintaining no direct connection to the narrative of Notes from the New World.  Taken together, the Hurley clips constitute a verite-style film of its own, this one eerily featuring the original, mostly departed cast members of “Notes.”

But that only underscores one of the underlying themes of “Notes”—that reality holds the possibility of endless creative interpretation.  And now, with regard to the film itself, the possibility of interpretation lies with those who view it.  Notes from the New World is ready for its close-up.

