RICK SCHMIDT – independent filmmaker, author, educator.
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Schmidt is author of the seminal filmmaking book, “Feature Filmmaking at Used-Car Prices” (Viking Penguin Books, 1988, 1992, 2000), regarded as ‘the indie bible’ by MovieMaker magazine (1).  His follow-up how-to, Extreme DV (Penguin/Random House, 2004), has helped usher in the digital age.  
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Biography

Rick Schmidt (March 4, 1944, Chicago, Illinois) is an American low/no-budget feature filmmaker with 26 indie features to his credit.  He attended the South Side’s University of Chicago’s Lab School in the early-to-mid 1950s. Schmidt attended the University of Arizona (engineering, 1962-64), and California College of the Arts (formally The California College of Arts and Crafts), Oakland, California (BA 1970, MFA, 1971, Sculpture and Film), where he has been honored as "Distinguished Alumni" (2), someone who has had "a profound impact on the culture over the last +100 years," Schmidt’s background in engineering helped him formulate his analytical approach to filmmaking, which American Film magazine described as, “down to a science.”(3). 


Schmidt’s father, Erich F. Schmidt, a noted archeologist (4) and author of “Persepolis I, II. III” (University of Chicago Press, 1953, 1957, 1970), was employed at the Oriental Institute.  His mother, Lura Schmidt Janda, executive produced several of his features, including A Man, a Woman, and a Killer, and Morgan’s Cake.

Personal Life

He is married to noted pinhole photographer/artist Julia A. Schachter (5).  
Books
Frameworks magazine has called Schmidt a major innovator (6), responsible for ushering in his ‘no-budget filmmaking’ era in the history of early 1990s independent film with his how-to book "Feature Filmmaking at Used-Car Prices." Library Journal, Classic Returns, 1995 (7) says Schmidt's book has helped lead the way for film-artists to create works outside the Hollywood system.  

With over 100,000 copies in print, ‘Used-Car’ filmmaking has reached noted film writer/directors like Kevin Smith/Clerks (8), actor Vin Diesel (9), writer/director/actor Tom DiCillo (Schmidt is thanked in Living in Oblivion), Eduardo Sanchez (The Blair Witch Project) and many others who learned from his book and went on to important Hollywood careers.   Academy Award winning cinematographer, Vilmos Zsigmond (10), offered Schmidt praise for his effort to publish the first complete roadmap for DIY indie feature filmmaking 
 
Since the publication of Rick’s ‘Feature Filmmaking’ book, plus his 2004 digital how-to follow-up, Extreme DV, numerous scriptwriters, directors, artists worldwide have received media information and encouragement from Schmidt as they embark on their own independent productions.


With the release of Schmidt’s new case study, The Miracle of Morgan’s Cake, Production Secrets of a %15,000 IMPROV Sundance Feature, based on the 9-day shoot of his fourth production, Morgan’s Cake, both film and digital-based moviemakers can now put some of Schmidt’s on-set practices to good use.


Schmidt has also authored a set of novels, entitled THE KENNEDY’S TWINS TRILOGY (Black President, Penguin Publishing, UK. 2008, Kennedy’s Twins, and Blackmale from Light Video Books). An additional novel, COLD, The 1918-19 Siberian Escape of Captain Ewald Loeffler (Light Video Books, 2017) celebrates Schmidt’s father’s 5000km trek home at the end of WWI, from a prison camp in Siberia.  And recently, Schmidt has completed Twelve Dead Frogs and Other Stories, a Filmmaker’s Memoir (2017, Light Video Books), that covers his life growing up on Chicago's South Side, to screening at Sundance Film Festival's Dramatic Competition (Grand Prize nomination), and beyond.  

Films
Schmidt’s ‘Used-Car’ Filmmaking guides, in print and revised/updated since the late 1980s, were based on the knowledge he derived from the field, from features he wrote/improvised, directed/co-directed, shot, edited and produced. In 1973 he co-directed A Man, a Woman, and a Killer with his then-roommate Wayne Wang (Chan is Missing, Joy Luck Club, Smoke, Maid in Manhattan, etc.), which won ‘Director’s Choice’ award at the Ann Arbor Film Festival, 1976.  

That first feature secured Schmidt a $9.918 AFI production grant for his second feature, Showboat 1988-The Remake (Whitney Museum, 1st Place Award, Ann Arbor Film Festival, London Film Festival, Channel Four/UK).  Showboat 1988’s artistic worth and LGBTQ motivations have been thoroughly discussed in the book “The Female Complaint,” by Lauren Berlin (©2008 Duke University Press (11).  


In 1979, a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts partially funded Schmidt’s punk musical comment on 1984, entitled Emerald Cities (Rotterdam International, Australian Film Institute’s 7-City Tour, Houston International), which featured legendary bands FLIPPER and THE MUTANTS of San Francisco/Bay Area.

Schmidt’s fourth film, Morgan’s Cake, a $15,000 improv feature (New Directors/New Films. Berlin International Panorama, AFI/LA, San Francisco International. etc.), received a Grand Prize nomination as part of the Sundance Film Festival’s Dramatic Competition (12).  Critic Janet Maslin’s review (13) in the New York Times, helped filmmakers believe that they could do it too, inspired by Schmidt’s accomplishment on a tiny budget. 


Schmidt’s next feature, American Orpheus (Rotterdam International, Seattle International), also an NEA-funded project, was shot on a shoestring (14), at his then-home in Port Townsend, Washington, 1992.

Feature Workshops
In 1993 Schmidt embarked on a series of workshops designed to deliver a feature-length movie in just 10 days, start-to-finish, with collaborators virtually off the street, people armed only with moviemaking interest and a dream.  While several of Schmidt’s early features were partially scripted, his latter works, Morgan’s Cake, American Orpheus and after, became fully improvisational.  Relying on neither pre-conceived storylines, nor pre-selected locations or pre-cast actors, he and his collaborators invented feature-length movies on the spot.  


One Workshops participant, Barry Norman, not only became one-of-five collaborating writer/directors with Schmidt on the inaugural feature, Blues For the Avatar (Silver Award, Houston International Film Festival, Figueira da Foz International (Portugal), Honorable Mention, Slamdance Film Festival), but has joined Schmidt for several other productions.  Norman was lead actor/collaborator on Rick’s Canoe (2004), and co-producer/lead actor on Schmidt's full improvisational feature, Tears of Bankers (2012). The "Schmidt improv" process is well described in a 2012 interview by fellow low/no-budget indie filmmaker Sujewa Ekanayaka (15).

A fourth Norman/Schmidt Feature-Workshop-Style co-production, Sticky Wicket (2013), was shot at Norman’s Eveningstar Cinema in Brunswick, Maine, with him again performing the lead role.  On this feature, Schmidt applied his ‘Workshop’ techniques to solo directing, shooting and conceiving in a breezy, improv style while still creating traditional storytelling plot points, mannered film cuts, and a concise narrative flow toward an ending or “non-ending” climax.  

Vic Skolnick, now-deceased co-director of Cinema Arts Centre, Huntington, NY, who presented Schmidt’s features for an early retrospective in the 1990s, valued the manner in which "Schmidt fashions a creative weave out of the threads of narrative, documentary, and docu-drama film forms."(16). 

The 17 Feature Workshops movies produced to date (over a hundred national and international collaborators joined in), along with Schmidt’s solo efforts, have been made available online, at both Fandor, Amazon Prime, and Vimeo. https://www.fandor.com/search?utf8=%E2%9C%93&term=rick+schmidt>, 

Grants/Awards
Schmidt has been the recipient of grants for his feature-length works from the American Film Institute (AFI) Independent Filmmaker’s grant, and The National Endowment For the Arts (NEA)/Media Arts: 


American Film Institute Filmmakers grant (1975) for Showboat 1988-The Remake.

National Endowment For the Arts grant (1976) for Showboat 1988-The Remake.

National Endowment For the Arts grant (1979) for Emerald Cities.

National Endowment For the Arts grant (1991) for American Orpheus.

In 2000, Schmidt’s collaborative feature, Chetzemoka’s Curse was awarded Dogme No. 10 status by the Dogme 95 Secretariat in Denmark.


A full Retrospective of his feature films was presented by festival director Jose Vieira Marguez in 2002, at Festival Internacional de Cinema da Figueira da Foz, Portugal (17)

A ‘Lifetime Achievement Award’ was bestowed on Schmidt at the Rome International Film Festival (2005) presented by writer/director Kevin Smith (18). 

Filmography
A Man, a Woman, and a Killer ©1975

1988-The Remake ©1978

Emerald Cities ©1983


Morgan’s Cake ©1988.
American Orpheus ©1992.
Blues For the Avatar ©1995

Someone Like Me ©1997

Prospects ©1997
Welcome to Serendipity ©1998

Loneliness is Soul ©1998

Maisy’s Garden ©1998



Crash My Funeral ©1999

Sun and Moon ©1999

Chetzemoka’s Curse, Dogme No. 10 ©2000

The fifth Wall ©2000

My Bounty Hunter ©2001
It’s Not About the Shawerma ©2003

Release the Head ©2004

Bear Dance ©2004
The Higden Man ©2004
Mirage ©2005

Rick’s Canoe ©2006

Real Life ©2008

White Stork is Coming ©2010

Prospects ©2010 

No Tears For Banker ©2012

Sticky Wicket ©2013
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