What inspired this story?

I have a deep interest in science and science fiction and much of my screenwriting revolves around science fiction concepts. In the realm of science fiction, I prefer high concept stories as opposed to pulp science fiction – I’m a 2001: A Space Odyssey fan as opposed to a Star Wars fan. There is a place for low concept science fiction, but it isn’t in my personal video library!
But honestly, I can point to a precise moment that inspired this story. I had just returned from a trip visiting a friend in Viet Nam in January 2002. I picked up some flu bug on the plane home so I was exhausted and had a high fever. That first night back, I had a really unusual dream that revolved around the consequences of a person who has no past, but whose past history grows in reverse – from the present backward.
I keep a notepad next to my bed and I woke up somewhat delirious and jotted down my dream. The next morning, I was feeling better and noticed my notes there on the pad. They didn’t make a lot of sense on first reading, but the notes inspired a more lucid train of thought and I began to extrapolate the notion of what a person’s life would be like, how something like that might occur, and how you could prove or even understand what was happening to that other person. My coming up with the physics professor as the detective in the story was a natural outcome of extending this idea.

What is your writing process?
I’ve found that my writing process, particularly with screenplays, is similar to other writer’s writing processes with whom I’ve talked. I’ll have an idea that percolates in the back of my brain for a long time before I can make use of it. Eventually, I’ll come up with a hook for that idea – the concept that helps turn that idea from an abstract theme into a concrete plot or a compelling back-story for a character. 

I have probably a few hundred ideas floating around in my head right now, and many of them will come together to form the basis of a thought-provoking script. Creating a thought-provoking script is ultimately my goal as a writer.
It also helps to have a good memory, but I will take notes whenever an idea strikes me that is complicated enough that I may not remember it later. I usually always carry around a pen and paper or a mini-computer, or have access to a word processing program. And I keep a notepad next to my bed when I’m sleeping.
When I work on a plot as complex as Unremembered, it really helps to outline the story. Unremembered required me to keep an outline of John’s past and how much past he had compared to the linear time experienced by all the other characters over the 16 days in the film. I was very concerned that the audience would have difficulty grasping the concepts in the film, so I described visual clues and imagery in the script that would help the audience (and the Cinematographer and Production Designer) understand where he is in his timeline and where it’s going.

Another big challenge with Unremembered was that the plot is like a puzzle that’s been thoroughly scrambled. Along with outlines, I had flowcharts that helped to connect the parts together so I could explain them to the actors and the crew.

I see a script as a map or blueprint, and if it’s not making sense to the cast and crew, you won’t get very far in a production. It helps to have supplemental charts, character summaries, synopses and outlines to help decode a complex script when the linear script itself isn’t self-explanatory.
When I write, I’m also very conscious of how much money the production will cost – it’s the producer in me – and if I’m funding it out-of-pocket, like I did with Unremembered, I’ll edit myself in advance before an idea even hits the paper. With my latest script, Immortality Me, another high concept science fiction story, I just let go of that urge to control the budget because I knew it would be too expensive for me to fund alone anyway.

Something that novice screenwriters tend to do is to hold back their good ideas and either save them for the end or save them for the next script. The best approach is to hold back nothing and use the good ideas as they come. You’ll have more good ideas in the future, so if the idea will work for the script, use it now. You may not get a chance to use it later!

Finally, one of the most important parts of script writing is the editing and revising. I can’t emphasize this enough. Even though you may think you have a good idea, you are only an audience of one. It’s so important to run the script by other people whose writing you respect. Or better yet, since it’s a script, it’s even better to run it by professional actors whose main goal is to analyze scripts. Karla Mason, who plays the physics professor Tina Plantes in Unremembered, was a huge find for me as a writer. Karla is a writer herself and also an amazing actress and even though she didn’t entirely understand everything her character was talking about, she still knew how to analyze the script and she helped me to focus and fix some of the dialogue prior to production.
One of IMDB’s “plot keywords” listed for this film is Greek Tragedy. The main female characters are “Callie” and “Penny” (or Penelope), which seem to recall the nymph Calypso and Odysseus’s wife. (Not to mention that John’s dog’s name is Argos!) Do you see the Odyssey as an influence on your story, and do you think that there are elements of a Greek tragedy within your work?
The Odyssey was a huge influence on this story. Unremembered doesn’t follow the plot of the Odyssey, but it is thematically connected to it. Like Odysseus, John is attempting to return home to his wife Penelope, but he’s trapped, not on a physical island, but an island in time, and he’s there for 10 years of his history. On that island, he is distracted by Callie (Calypso) – the etymology of her name is “to conceal” or “to cover one’s eyes” and the root is also found in the word “eclipse.” 

Although Callie is the distraction, time is really John’s enemy. Odysseus’ main enemy was Poseidon, the god of the sea, who would manipulate the water and weather to stop Odysseus from returning home. Water imagery is very prevalent in Unremembered and it’s often used as an analogy for time.

Odysseus wasn’t alone in his struggle to get off the island, and the warrior goddess of wisdom, Athena, became his champion. Tina Plantes is the Athena for John. She provides wisdom and guidance, but she’s also prepared to do battle, and if need be even with John, to save him. There are many elements in the production design that emphasize Tina’s connection to the warrior goddess: owls on her office wall and door knocker, her shield and spear prominently placed on the wall behind the couch, the color green on her clothing and in her décor, and there’s even a copy of The Odyssey on her dining room table at one point!
John’s last name is Outis, which is a derivative of Odysseus. Odysseus uses that as his name when speaking to the Cyclops. It means “nobody” in ancient Greek, in other words, he’s nobody to be concerned about. But for John, it’s a statement of the reality of his existence. He’s John Nobody or John Doe. His very existence is the subject of debate with Tina.

There are many other references to The Odyssey – I studied ancient Greek literature in pursuit of my Bachelor’s degree in history – and I could well imagine that any Greek literature buffs would be able to spend quite a bit of time analyzing the film for those elements. The Production Designer, Jenelle Giordano, the Director of Photography, Robyn Browning, and I spent many hours considering the props, lighting, costumes and furnishes that would best connect the film to its thematic foundation in The Odyssey.

Structurally the screenplay is a tragedy in the classic Greek sense – our Greek hero, who would best be described as an anti-hero in a modern context, has a life that deviates significantly from the triumphant return of Odysseus. John never makes it off the island and in that sense Unremembered is only partly Odyssey and mostly tragedy.
Of the main characters (John, Penelope, Callie, Tina), who do you think has the most agency within the film? I know you probably don’t want to give too much away, but of the two “alternate realities” of the film, do you think one is more reliable than the other? I only ask because it seems like this film could be seen as physicist Tina’s breakdown just as much as it could be the protagonist’s, John’s. Do you think that’s fair?
When I wrote Unremembered, I was deeply concerned that, because John tended to lie to achieve his objectives and because he directly or indirectly did some terrible things, he would not be a reliable character for the audience, or even someone the audience would care about. When I cast this part, I went for the actor who was most likeable to offset the character’s many negative attributes. Tim Delaney, who plays John, does an exceptional job of making us care about this anti-hero.
It’s also why I wrote so much back-story into the Tina character. I was concerned that not having a clear protagonist in John would make the audience lose interest. The audience has a choice with whom they prefer to sympathize, and the choice is stark. 

Tina’s point-of-view is the most reliable of the two characters since she has the authoritative answers and demeanor, however, since we only see the world from John’s changing historical perspective, the audience must attempt to accept his viewpoint even though he is not a truthful person. This dynamic is part of what makes the film really work in my mind, and also sets up some of the most memorable plot hooks and situational humor.
There’s a point that occurs, after John and Tina have their physical confrontation, that there is a shift in both their objectives. Prior to that point, Tina was primarily concerned with John as a subject for study and experimentation. After that point, and especially after she begins to remember him, she becomes deeply concerned about saving him from his temporal abyss. He becomes less concerned with his personal salvation after that point and steadily onward, in part because his situation becomes dramatically worse, but also because he has such strong feelings of guilt that it’s easier to seek out a distraction than to deal with his crisis head-on. 
As for which character has the most power to influence others, that is debatable. John’s changing history has a dramatic effect on everyone, including Tina, although because she may have created the causality paradox in the first place, the whole thing may be her fault. While John’s navigates through his time problem, Penelope and Callie provide opposing goals – polar opposites in personality, but nevertheless appealing in their own unique ways. Callie is a distraction, but a person John can share his dark impulses with, whereas Penelope is an anchor and a person for whom John can depend for stability, emotional and economical.
It’s fair to say that there are two defining stories at work in Unremembered: there’s the human drama about John who is desperately trying to control his life against forces well beyond his control. Then there’s a detective story, with a physics professor, Tina, who tries to solve the mystery of John’s life, but must first overcome her own skepticism to do it. Because John’s ending is tragic, our hopes ultimately reside in Tina who may or may not be able to remember him in the end.  

Was filming digitally a stylistic or financial consideration? What were the advantages and disadvantages of using that medium?

I shot Unremembered with a digital camera instead of a film camera mainly because of financial considerations, but also because of the constraints of post-production. Shooting in film would have increased the cost of production by at least $100,000, and since I funded the film by myself, this was cost-prohibitive. 

Film also doesn’t lend itself well to efficient editing when you are using Adobe Premiere on a PC. I would have had to digitize the film anyway, then edit it, then copy it back onto film, thereby increasing the expense again. For efficiency and cost-effectiveness, digital is the way to go for truly independent filmmakers. 

The disadvantage of shooting it the way I did is that it can look, well, digital. Everything in digital is clearer, most subjects appear in focus and cleaner looking than film – film and the projection equipment used to show it creates a slight motion blur and diffuses the colors on each frame which makes it actually look less sharp than digital, and film camera lenses tend to throw distant subjects way out of focus. 

A decade ago, digital looking movies made people think of home movies, so they were widely disdained by filmmakers. Nowadays though, most mainstream Hollywood films are digitally re-processed, which makes them look more like digital. And high definition digital cameras nowadays are much preferred even on expensive films because they know they will be viewed on HD screens from Blu-ray discs.

I was also concerned about making a true independent film, meaning a film that is entirely funded by the lone filmmaker. Since I was the sole financer, I could make the film I wanted to make. Unremembered is a complex movie – some would call it too complicated – but it’s the kind of film I would want to watch, and the reaction by the audience, particularly college students, has been overwhelmingly positive. The script was even more complicated than the film. At the time I wrote it, I believed that I wouldn’t be able to get the funding for it. I still believe that now, even though it definitely has an audience. Investors are looking for a sure thing, or something that can easily be explained so they can sell it to mainstream audiences. There’s very little that’s mainstream about Unremembered. 

Was there a particular reason you chose to film in Oregon?

I live in Portland and I grew up in Southern Oregon, so I know the locations available here. The Pacific coast in Oregon is very rugged looking at any time of year and it’s easily accessible – this is the only state that has a law that makes the entire state coast open to the public, so there are ample shooting destinations free from large crowds (or any people for that matter!). If you are looking for a deserted stretch of rugged and stormy beach, Oregon’s the place!
There’s also a wealth of talent in Portland. For instance, Karla Mason has worked in California and New York, but has chosen to live in Oregon. It’s not ideal for her as an actress, but it’s her preferred location to be a Mom and raise a daughter. I feel very fortunate that many skilled actors think Portland is such a desirable place to live. 

I also teach at the community college here, which is a couple of blocks from my home, so I have an ideal situation. I can teach script-writing and Web design nine months out of the year, and have my weekends and summers free to make films.
At one point the main character, John, yells at Dr. Tina Plantes, to “stop with this physics babble”.  There does seem to be a lot of science involved in the story. Do you have a background in physics, and if not, did you consult with someone to write the script? 

If you’ve ever taken a class with a brilliant professor that has difficulty explaining issues to her students and loses patience with basic questions, you’ll appreciate John’s dilemma after he’s enlisted Dr. Tina Plantes to help him sort out his real-life physics problem. An ongoing theme in the movie, and some of the funnier moments, too, are when Tina attempts to “dumb it down” for John. The audience, particularly the non-geeks, will both empathize with John and greatly appreciate Tina taking it down a few notches so they can follow it, too!

As for my experience with science, ever since I can remember and up until I was about 22 years old I had planned to be a scientist and started college steeped in physics, chemistry and biology classes. Then my interests in ancient history and writing took over, and I went on to obtain my Bachelor’s in history and my Master’s in writing. I think Unremembered is probably an homage to the dreams I had as a youth – or maybe it’s just the scientist in me asserting itself on my sub-conscious! 

Whatever the reason, and even though I have a passion for science and science fiction still, it doesn’t come as easy to me as history and writing. During the two years I spent working on the Unremembered screenplay, much of that time involved physics research. I did quite a bit of Internet and book research on relativity and even more research on the science behind alternate realities and multiple universes. 

Much of the research moved me beyond science into philosophy issues and Jungian concepts about dreams, which I used to bridge the gap in the film when it wasn’t possible to explain it all through science.

In 2002 through 2004 when I was writing the script, these topics were amply covered online. I’m definitely not the first to ask the questions, but I may be the first to have made a film that tackles some of the bigger physics and philosophy issues and made it tangible for the engaged and curious viewer.

My feeling is even though there is a lot of physics discussion, it’s fairly simplified in the movie compared to how complex it can really get. For the non-physicists who appreciate tangible scientific complexity, Unremembered has much to offer. 

Despite the central figure being a male, this film seems to be dominated by a series of strong females. Yet they still manage to be very different from one another. Did you have a part in casting the actors, and were those in the film what you imagined while writing the script? Were there influencing factors in casting decisions, like a specific acting style or general aesthetic? Did you have surprises along the way?

My writing tends to favor deep characters, particularly multi-faceted women. This is another element that sets Unremembered apart from most mainstream films that favor male characters, and oftentimes two-dimensional ones. I base my characters on people I know, and I work mostly with women both in my teaching and my filmmaking, and I prefer the company of confident, assertive people. It’s natural for me to use strong women in my stories. The most recent three scripts I’ve written have women as the lead characters or, in one script, the only characters. To quote a female friend of mine, “it’s about time!”
I am the primary casting director of all the films I work on, and I routinely find that there are more women coming to auditions than men. Overall, women are typically better prepared than their male counterparts, they have more acting education, and they tend to be more professional.
When I cast for films, I’ll be the primary judge, but I definitely take into consideration the advice I get from actors I already have cast who I ask to be part of the process, and trusted associates who I’ve worked with for years.

When you cast a film, you have to be able to adapt your vision from what you imagined a character would be when writing the script to what the actor brings to the part. I was exceptionally fortunate to get the actors I did – the audition process I use is less structured than most processes for films and I think it encourages more creativity from the actors. 
Both Carmela Ramaglia, who plays Callie, and Laura Duyn, who plays Penelope, matched my vision of what their characters should be like, although neither matched the physical ideal I had when I wrote them. I’m far less concerned with physical match than I am with acting ability. Carmela and Laura both have great acting range and Carmela is also a graduate of the prestigious Meisner Actor's Training Program in Seattle, Washington. 
Another important issue for me is that Carmela understood the script immediately (which didn’t always happen without me doing a lot of explaining) and, for all of Callie’s foibles, Carmela loved and empathized with her. I think it’s important for the actor to find something desirable about their character, no matter how despicable, so they can effectively get inside the character’s head and give a convincing portrayal. 
Karla Mason was the revelation for me. When I wrote Tina Plantes, I imagined her being more prickly and self-involved to start with, then evolve over time to be the likeable one, while John would start out more likeable and turn into the anti-hero. Karla, it turned out, became an instantly likeable Tina for most viewers.
Over 100 women sent in their headshots and resumes for the Tina part, and as I went through the thorough process of auditioning many of them, they all lacked some key elements I knew I wanted for Tina. Tina needed to be rational and not overtly emotional, which many actresses completely missed, she needed to have a strong physical presence and at least appear to be able to take on John in a physical contest, and she needed to be Hispanic. And therein lay my main difficulty. 

I patterned Tina after an acting teacher of mine who also happened to be Hispanic. I was so locked into that vision and when I couldn’t find a Hispanic woman to fit the part, I almost shut down the project. Then I decided to try out non-Hispanic women. Karla first auditioned for the Penelope part, which didn’t really seem a good match to me. And then Karla auditioned for Tina, and from that moment on, Karla was Tina for me. I even re-wrote the script so that Tina was adopted to explain her Latin last name. I now can’t see Tina as being anyone else other than Karla, which is probably the highest praise I can give an actor. She owns that role and I feel so privileged to have worked with her.
What is your favorite scene from this movie, and why?

I’ve probably seen the film about a thousand times since editing requires you to go over scenes several times. The film has gone through quite a dramatic change from its initial cut, which ran over two hours and 50 minutes. 

There are a number of scenes that stand out to me, and my favorite tends to change depending on my interest and feeling at the time – it doesn’t hurt that there’s a lot going on, and there’s enough there to make it re-watchable. 
For timing, the confrontation between Tina, Callie and John in Penelope’s house is one that is frequently commented on as a favorite by fans. Tina interrupts a passionate encounter between John and Callie and proceeds to verbally lay into Callie. It’s the only scene between Tina and Callie in the film, and I wanted to capture the moment in one long shot without any editing breaks so that it would have maximum shock, confusion and humor value. 
In this scene, Tim plays John with a mixture of embarrassment and impotence, while Karla’s Tina is a barrage of sarcasm ramping up to a peak of vicious insults and directives against the appropriately confused, indignant and ultimately cowed Callie played by Carmela. Because it was shot in one take and all of the characters talk back and forth over each other and too each other, sometimes simultaneously, it was a challenge to get the right take. Also, this scene, along with many other memorable scenes, delivers and demonstrates some brilliant acting by the three principal actors. 
Another favorite of mine is the discussion about the meaning of the word apocalypse by Tina to John after she begins to remember him. John is vaguely amused because he doesn’t understand why Tina is telling him that, but she is so passionate because she knows something has changed with him. She also knows even at this early point in the film, that if she doesn’t convince him of the seriousness of his situation all may be lost. It’s both a foreshadow and a nod to their characters’ thematic roots in The Odyssey. And it’s some of the finest acting you’ll see in any movie as Nan Avant’s musical score perfectly matches the mixture of dread and prophecy that Tina attempts to convey.
Several great scenes ended up being edited out. There were a number of subplots that were removed from the long version during the many editing processes. They included, among other things, a car accident with Anthony and him becoming wheel-chair bound, Penelope’s mother’s death and the legal battle over her will, and Tina’s experiences as a professor and her regret at not being able to make any new contributions in her field. These deleted scenes will be making their way to a special edition DVD which will be released next year and some have been posted on the Unremembered fan page on Facebook (search: Unremembered).
There are now three versions of the film. The first film festival release, with a running time of two hours, which will show at Rutgers as part of the New Jersey Film Festival, the thriller cut which is a faster-paced 96 minutes and is being released to other film festivals, and the special edition DVD version, at two hours and four minutes, which includes commentary, deleted scenes, funnier outtakes, and an interview with me explaining some of the heavier concepts.

On the movie’s website you describe the film as “hypermodern”. Could you say a little bit more about that?

When asked to describe Unremembered in an artistic sense, I’ve often referred to it as a postmodern film. In other words, it doesn’t follow mainstream film conventions with regard to structure. There are two major breaks from traditional film structure: first, it is non-linear. It’s been compared to the various films of David Lynch, most notably Mulholland Drive. It’s not quite as abstract as that film, but it definitely has David Lynch sensibilities with regard to imagery and plot devices.  

A closer comparison is the Christopher Nolan film Memento. The plot of Memento is a testament to non-linear structure. It’s as if the writer/director converted the script into a puzzle, then separated and scrambled the pieces, leaving it to the audience to reconstruct the puzzle’s original image as the scenes unfold out of order. 

The big difference with Unremembered is that the film is more like a ring – it flows from beginning to end with no apparent starting or stopping point. The actual beginning of the film is John’s journey to the ocean that occurs nearly halfway through. Everything prior to that scene has his past history sweeping backward and everything after that scene has his past history sweeping forward. The ending at Day 16 is very much like the beginning at Day 1 and presumably this 16 day cycle of John’s life will repeat itself in a never-ending circle. 
The second element that doesn’t conform to traditional film conventions is the dual protagonist structure. Although I re-cut the film to a shorter length for some film festivals to just focus on John’s journey, my original script and the longer version that will play during the New Jersey Film Festival keeps a significant focus on Tina. It is purposefully written to make it arguable who the real protagonist is, who caused this to happen, and who has actually completed this odyssey. Both of the characters are defeated and re-born in the film, but at different times and because of each other. The structure is complex and unlike any film I’m aware of, and in this way it’s most certainly postmodern.
A friend of mine, who knows much more about artistic movements than I do commented that the film, in an artistic sense, is better categorized as hypermodern than postmodern. She suggests that it’s the philosophical point of view of Unremembered that promotes this interpretation.
One major aspect of hypermodernity as described in the book Hypermodern Times is a contradictory duality in the characters which is an issue explored in detail in Unremembered.

John is both selfish and ultimately self-sacrificing. He is narcissistic, yet deeply concerned about the effect he is having on his family. He is aggressive, a very masculine trait, yet dependent and almost a damsel in distress with Tina and Penelope.

Tina is a walking contradiction, too. She’s a woman in a typical male profession. She is skeptical of her dreams, yet willing to embrace them for the sake of science. She is rational and detached, which only serves to enhance her female attractiveness. She is a warrior goddess of wisdom, traits that cross the duality spectrum of male and female, old and young.
Callie is probably the most obvious study in duality. She is at one moment upbeat and excited, and at the next depressed. She is tender then violent. She says she needs John, but almost in the next sentence wants to destroy him.
And more telling is the discussions they have of being divided. John’s present timeline is separated from his past timeline. As Tina puts it “he is divided from himself.” This gives John a unique perspective, but his reaction to it is both fascination and horror. In a deleted scene, Penelope describes her terror at the feeling of being divided from herself. Tina at first rejects, then embraces her ability to perceive other realities in her dreams, and she literally sees her alternate realities and how she lives and how she dies in them.
Even though the subject matter revolves around a re-interpretation of a Greek epic that deals with gods and goddesses among other subjects, there is no overtly religious orientation to any of the characters. They rely on their own ability and will to alter their circumstances even when all indications are that it’s that very will that put them in this situation in the first place. The skepticism and atheism inherent in all of the main characters is another hypermodern aspect of the film.
Little did I know when I wrote the film how well it could be described using the hypermodern model. It’s another one of the many ways this complex story can be analyzed and I think the cultural values expressed in Unremembered are very reflective of our hypermodern culture and our simultaneous yet contradictory sense of hope and fear about the future.
What was it like writing, producing, and directing this film?
Writing this film was a labor of love that took the better part of two years while I taught part-time. The physics aspect was complex and I was concerned that I get the science and scientific concepts accurate enough that people who know more physics than I do would find it satisfying. Although the physics part was challenging, it was even more challenging to deal with the non-linear structure and create a story in that unusual framework that was engaging and understandable. 

Ultimately, everything in the film makes sense, but due to its scrambled structure, it can be daunting for unengaged viewers to follow – if your idea of going out to a movie is to be passively entertained by a straightforward story, then this is not your film. If you like complexity and you are open to a film about the big questions, this is a film. 

Some people ask me if this is a “geek film” which usually means that it’s intangible to people who aren’t intellectual. I was concerned about that issue when writing the film, and I didn’t want it to be just a technical riff on physics. It’s why I gave the story other angles so it would appeal to a wider audience.
The story works on three levels with audiences: 

· there is a detective story with a complex mystery and intriguing clues that unfolds in unexpected ways 

· there is a human/dramatic story as John struggles to control his life when so much of it slips beyond his control 

· and there's a high concept science fiction story that includes physics and alternate realities and the big questions 

There's a lot that people find to like about the film, and it appeals to a wide range of movie-goers. It is an intelligent, complex film, but the human story is something everyone can relate to.

Since I made the film with my own funds and carried out the majority of the post-production editing, producing it was a lengthy process that took place over about five years. Bear in mind, I started the script in 2002 and the film was eventually completed in 2009. 

It’s the longest project I’ve completed, but unquestionably the most satisfying. I’ve made a film that I enjoy, and that I don’t mind re-watching (and that’s a good thing because I’ve seen the finished product several dozen times!). 

As for directing, this is by far the least contentious project I’ve ever worked on. Usually you’ll run into personality conflicts or professional disagreements when you deal with a large number of cast and crew. The Unremembered cast and crew had very compatible personalities. There were no divas, no obstructionists, and everyone faced each production day with a specific goal and a desire to make the best possible film. 

I think when you work on a movie based on a weak script, or with troublesome actors, or that has bad planning, everyone laments being there. My feeling from the days on the Unremembered set was that everyone kept up a positive spirit despite some long days and challenging dialogue. As a testament to our camaraderie during production is our continued friendship and association now and I would most definitely work with this same group on future projects. It was a joy and Unremembered created some of my favorite memories.
