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ZANUCK AWARD NOMINEES SHARE
INSIGHTS AND CHALLENGES AT
ANNUAL PGA AWARDS BREAKFAST.
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he aftermath of the Los Angeles fires was top of mind for attendees of the PGA’s annual Darryl F. Zanuck

Award for Outstanding Producer of Theatrical Motion Pictures nominee breakfast in February at the Samuel

Goldwyn Theater. Despite the catastrophic losses suffered by many in the industry, the breakfast served as a
poignant reminder of resilience as it honored the talented creatives behind some of the year’s biggest films.

“We understand how incredibly important your PGA community is to you, and it's why events that bring us
together and bring producers together are essential,” said PGA Chief Executive Officer Susan Sprung.

Television and radio host Jess Cagle served as the moderator of the event, which was sponsored by the Los Ange-
les Times. Cagle’s insightful questions prompted candid and often humorous responses from filmmakers addressing
current challenges in the industry.

When asked about the most daunting challenge panelists faced during the filmmaking process, The Substance
producer Coralie Fargaet lightheartedly joked that Wicked producer Marc Platt was his own biggest challenge, after
Platt explained that it took him 22 years to convince himself to turn his hit Broadway play into a movie.

The veteran film and Broadway producer acknowledged that he did not encounter many of the same obstacles as
his newer contemporaries, such as securing financing for his megahit. His struggle stemmed from deciding what to
include and exclude from the Broadway production in the film adaptation. It was only after he met director Jon M.
Chu that he felt ready to let go of his apprehensions.

“I think what was daunting,” Platt said, “was how do you go into a different medium and what do you take with
you—what do you allow to blossom and elaborate in a different medium that will satisfy the legions and legions of
fans who fiercely love the material? You bring cinematic experience, you bring the ingredients that are unique to
cinema, and you also expand your audience globally.”

Writer-director-producer Fargaet's top priority was to maintain creative control in bringing to life the monster
she envisioned in her script. She believed that she wouldn't be able to achieve this with an American backer, and
securing financing in France was also not an option. Instead, she turned to a British film and television production
company, Working Title Films, which allowed her to realize her vision on the screen. Working with a limited budget
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Clockwise from top left: Mary Parent
(Dune: Part Two) and Fred Berger
(A Complete Unknown) listen as
Tessa Ross (center) discusses the
challenges of making Conclave.
Anora’s Samantha Quan. Jacques
Audiard (Emilia Pérez) delivered

a prerecorded statement. PGA
Presidents Donald De Line and
Stephanie Allain. Mary Parent (right)
with Ali Herting (A Real Pain).
Moderator Jess Cagle.

June | July 2025 75




PRODUCERS UNPLUGGED

2025 Zanuck Award nominees Ali Herting, Mary Parent, Tessa Ross, Fred Berger, Coralie Fargeat, Marc Platt,
Philipp Trauer, Andrew Morrison, and Samantha Quan.

led her to film the movie in a “more
indie way,” allowing her to concentrate
on micro shots that created the film’s
unsettling feeling.

“We had none of the process of the
studios. We were shooting in France
and had this kind of extreme freedom
to go for crafting a movie out of the
box, even in the way we produced it,”
Fargaet said.

Jacques Audiard, the French film
director and producer of Emilia Pérez,
faced similar challenges in securing
financing for his Spanish-language
musical crime film. Due to the film’s mix
of genres, he had to think creatively
while seeking funding. He managed to
obtain half of the financing from Saint
Laurent Productions in France, which
was willing to share the risks associated
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with international sales, Audiard said.

“When one looked at the screenplay
of Emilia Pérez five years ago, one really
had to work hard to be able to see what
the film is today, notably because it
breaks with all genre code,” Audiard
explained in a statement prerecorded for
the event. “The major challenge for us
was to convince and bring along with
us our marvelous cast, our artistic and
technical collaborators, but also our
financial partners.”

He added, “When you see the long list
of our dear partners, you understand the
undertaking that the production of this
film was, and perhaps the taste for risk
that was ours.”

Samantha Quan joked that that she
and her producing partner, writer-di-
rector Sean Baker, greenlit their film

Anora before any financing or casting
was involved. Despite having a very
limited budget, they were committed
to preserving their creative freedom for
the movie they wanted to make.

“I think something that'’s really
important to us is to maintain a certain
amount of freedom to be able to ex-
periment, to be able to change things,
to keep a level of spontaneity with
the scenes, with the actors, with the
writing, so that we don't feel locked
into, "Well, this is the way we plan to do
it. We have to stick with this. Which is
a challenge, because it takes money to
change things,” Quan said.

For some producers, casting the right
actors for their roles was a considerable
challenge. Several actresses turned down
the part in The Substance due to the



film’s nudity until Demi Moore stepped in
and took on the award-winning role.

For September 5, producer Philipp
Trauer, the focus wasn't just on finding
the best actor to play ABC sportscaster
Jim McKay; it was about capturing an
authentic performance on screen.

To achieve that authenticity, the pro-
ducers needed archival footage from ABC
and ESPN, which proved to be difficult.
After ABC and ESPN denied their request
for the footage, the producers leveraged
their connection to Bob Iger, CEO of The
Walt Disney Company, to obtain it.

“We knew we'd need hands on a lot of
archival footage, especially the footage
with Jim McKay,” Trauer said. “When
we came up with the idea, we saw some
clips from him back then. It’s so intense.
You would never be able to get an actor
who can get the same tension.”

Producer Ali Herting said she experi-

enced a rolling set of challenges before
and during filming A Real Pain. The
production encountered difficulties that
ranged from filming in a foreign country
to securing permission to shoot in a
concentration camp. Additionally, the
production lost a third of its budget just
eight weeks before filming began.

Creative differences between director
Jesse Eisenberg and costar Kieran
Culkin also contributed to the obstacles
they faced. Despite these challenges,
the team’s belief in the project made the
experience worthwhile.

“If you just believe so much in what
you're doing, have a script like the one
that Jesse wrote, and you have his care
and eloquence and the thoughtfulness
behind why he wanted to make the
movie, you can move through all these
obstacles,” Herting said.

The film Conclave took nearly a
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The nominees onstage at the
Samuel Goldwyn Theater.

decade to complete, but producer Tessa
Ross believed that the final product was
worth the wait. The project required
significant time and effort, including the
adaptation of Robert Harris’s book into
a screenplay. The production process
involved casting several high-profile
actors from around the world, as well
as extensive set design to recreate the
Vatican and the Sistine Chapel. Filming
also contributed to the lengthy timeline
of the project.

“There were a lot of beats of com-
plicated issues to get over and finding
that moment when everything could
come together in the right way,” Ross
said. “When not just Ralph (Fiennes)
was available and Edward (Berger) was
available, but actually all those elements
were on offer to us, and that took a very
long time.

“You believe in the film. You keep
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going. It doesn’t work one year,
so you go back to it again. That
happened to us more than once,”
Ross added.

Breakfast attendees laughed
when Cagle asked Dune: Part
Two producer Mary Parent about
the most daunting challenge the
production faced. It wasn't the
film’s desert locations that posed
the biggest difficulty; rather, it
was meeting the high expecta-
tions set by the first Dune and the
challenge of bringing the book’s
imagery—especially the sand-
worms—to life on screen.

“We were very proud of Dune

One, but as (director) Denis (Vil- Clockwise from top left: Coralie Fargeat (The Substance), Fred Berger (A Complete Unknown), Philipp
leneuve) said himself, it was an Trauer (September 5). Marc Platt (Wicked), Ali Herting (A Real Pain), Andrew Morrison (The Brutalist).
appetizer. So, for Dune: Part Two,
it's like, ‘OK, right, we actually
have to see them ride a worm

now. There’s no reference point
for that. These incredible cultures,
the world-building, everything
Denis does is so intentional, so
thematic,” Parent said. “Denis
beautifully set these things up
(in Dune: Part One ), but now we
had to go into this world. We had
to really dive deeper with the
Fremen culture.”

Andrew Morrison highlight-
ed the difficulties of producing
a three-and-a-half-hour period
drama like The Brutalist with a
budget of $10 million in just one
month. However, incorporating a
15-minute intermission was never

an issue because it was includ-
ed in the script from the very

beginning.

“Brady (Corbet) and Mona plete Unknown presented its own unique Barbaro also performed live. As a result, the
(Fastvold) had always written it challenges. With both music and dialogue, producers not only created a music-driven
with an intermission,” Morrison producer Fred Berger recalled that it feltas  film, but also recorded a live album.
explained. “From the beginning though the filmmakers were shooting two “The partnership that (director) Jim
we knew this was going to be a different movies simultaneously. (Mangold) and Timmy and the rest of the
three-hour-plus film. We knew Timothée Chalamet raised the bar by actors had was that performance matters.
it was going to be an epic. We fully immersing himself in his role as Bob That's superlative. That's the most import-
thought it would be a fun way to Dylan, choosing to perform the music live ant thing,” Berger said. “What it brought to
create a communal experience.” instead of using prerecorded tracks. Follow-  the energy of the crew and the whole team

Filming a biopic like A Com- ing his lead, Edward Norton and Monica was just magic every day.” l
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