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n both his films and

his person, Larrv Fessenden defies
expectarions. With the mndependent
film world now driven by market-
INg CONVEntions ;mptmcd whole hog
from Hollvwood, 1t’s
no wonder Fessenden
fears talling through
the cracks. Even heisn't
sure what to put on
the poster for Habzt.

Three years in the
making, Habit 1s “the
other Downtown fe-
male vampire thek,”
the one that was just
starting  postproduc-
rion when Abel Fer-
rara’s The Addiction
and Michael Almerey-
da’s Nadja bombed
at the box othce. Fes-
senden never worried
that the film, which he
wrote, directed, and
edited, and in whach
he also stars, mught be
mistimed. “In my own
risted mind, T be-
heved that since Habit
was a remake of a fea-
rure I made on video
i1 1980 swhen 1 was
at NY U film school, 1t
had preceded all of
them. It even preceded
The Hunger as an up-
Jdared realism-based re-
vamping of the vam-
pire story” v relling
that to the testivals
(Toronto, Sundance,
Berii) and the dozens
ot distributors and
sales agents that passed
on the picture,

To be pertectly
honest, having mis-
taken Habit tor an ex-
ploitation venture, 1 avorded 1t until
Fessenden won this vear’s Someone To
Watch Award, a $20,000 cash pnize
jointlv created by the Independent Fea-
rure Project West and Swatch watches.
The award 1s given to “a tilmmaker
ot exceptional talent and umque vision
who hasn’t vet recerved suthcrent
recognition tor her or his work™ Like
the previous recipients Lodge Kerrigan
and Christopher Munch, Fessenden
fits the bill disconcerninghy well. Accept-
ing his award, I‘LS%LHdLR who looks
like a runty Jack Nicholson minus one
front tooth, said the check would g0 to
pav his crew, who worked on dda.r
ment to support his ilmmaking, um,
er, habit.

Habir, which T finallv saw in a
NewW 35Mm ncarnation, turns out to
be the most vivid of the Downtown
VAMPITE MOVIES —as evocatinve of New
York—stvle paranosa as Rosepiary’s Baby,
Bad Licutenant, or Taxi Dyiver. “In a
wav, 1ts too bad that people know
about the vampire aspect i advance,
because othenwise, tor

movie 1t 18, savs the sweeth V perverse
Fessenden., ““M:ﬁ be it's 2 movie about

the first halt
hour, vou wouldnt know what kind of
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a drunk. It’s designed to have a cumu-
lative ::ffect [£s about what vou project
onto it” And in fact, T didn’t think
Habir was the least bit scary—until
the screeming was over and I found
mysclf, in broad davlight, flecing across
University Place, to avoid a group ot
perfectly ()rdmaﬁ people gathered out-
stde a pizza place.

Fessenden grew up m a well-to-
do Upper East Side familv. He went to
prep school at Andover, didn’t gradu-
ate, got hus G.E.D., and enrolled at
NY U,, where he was torn between
filmmaking and acting. In 1985, he set
up Glass Eve Pix, an indie production
company. Under tht, Glass Eve banner,
he directed The Impact Addict Videos (a
collaboration with high-risk perfor-
mance artist David Leshie), Hollow
Venigs (19893, a one-hour video based
on actress Heather Woodbunys expe-
riences as a go-go dancer, and No
Telling (1991), a smart, spare, skewed
update of the Frankenstein storv. Oth-
crwise known as “the animal rights,
anti-pesticide movie,” No Telling was
never released in the US. “Harvey
-Weinstein was interested, 7 savs Fes-
senden, “but then he decided that 1t

New Blood

was too complicated to market.”
Tapped by Kelly Reichert tor a
leading role in her directorial debut
River of Grass, Fessenden stayed on to
edit the ilm as well. “By the cnd 1f Was

Larry Fessenden: “It got to be a humiliation that | was still working on Habit every day.”

just Kellv and me. It was a good expe-
rience —a reminder of how to make
films cheaply and mtimarchy, and 1n
that way an mspiration for Habit.
“Son the spring ot 94, I rewrote
Habit and got  touch with Davton
Tavlor, who had been a production
manager on Ne lellmg. 1 had about
$50.000 1n place, and we devised a wav
to shoot it tor thatr. Frank DeMarco.
who DPd Theremin, got hooked on
the project and commutted. Our con-
cept was to mvite people to participate.
We offered them determents obvioushy,
but they also could participate in the
cnormous wealth that would mma:
from the release. Thev're sull waiting”
With Fessenden p}avmb the md
ing role of a Lowsaida alcoholic who be-
comes sexually obsessed with a woman
whose taste for blood blends with his
own, Habit was shot on and off from
C}aprcmbgr 1994 ro February 1995, a
total ot 45 davs. Fessenden edited the
film himselt, tzmsh_mg i Qctober 1995,
just i ome to get nto the Chicago
Film Festival. “We mvited Roger Ebert
to the press screening and ha. gave It a
nice blurb. So things looked good. But
then we didn’t get into Sundance or

at  wha .
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Berlin. And now we're into the spring
of 1996. We had a great screening at
Indic Night at the Walter Reade, but it
was typical of Habit’s nming that every-
one 1n the industry was in Cannes so
none of the distributors
saw 1t with that fabulous,
enthusiastic audience. |
sent tapes to the usual
suspects from October to
Sony Classics to Trimark
and to about 30 toreign
sales agents, and thev all
passed.”

Based on the re-
sponse at the Walter Reade
screening, Fessenden de-
cided to trim a few min-
utes out of the alm and
do some work on the
sound betore bumping
it up to 35mm. “It got
to be a humihiation that
I was stull working on
Habit every dav. T finally
finished the 35mm print
in 19977 (Total produc-
tion cost: $190,000, plus
determents.) “Meanwhile,
Facets had been asking
us to show 1t i their art
house i Chicago. We
opened there on April 21.
Roger Ebert came back to
see the new cut and we
got a tull-fledged review
from him ’md others,
and thev were pretry
cood.” Fessenden's being
modest— thev were mon-
ev reviews for sure. “Then
the next dav I got the
Swatch award. 1 felt
that after working tor 17
vears, ['d finally been wel-
comed into the ilm com-
munny.” Fessenden hopes
to get Habit into theaters
in rime tor Halloween.
As of vet no distributor has bit.

Am(mg Habit’s

champions 1s Peter Broderick, a long-
time advocate of no-budget ilmmak-
ing who heads the Swatch awards
commuttee. Broderick, who has been
mv screening buddy at the IFEM
tor nearly a decade, has just launched
Next Wave Films, financed by the
Independent Film Channel and ded-

1cated to providing fimshing funds tor
ultra-low-budget (under $200,000)
Enghish-language indies from all over
the world. Next Wave can supplv up to
$100.000 for four films every vear,
Only films that have completed princ-
pal ph()t(w: aphv will be considered.

Next Wave will also serve as a producers’
rep on the films it tinances, hclping
filmmakers devise testival strategies
and secure distribution.

“Were looking tor excepuonally
talented filmmakers who are not only
working on terrific movies that have real
theatrical potential, but who, we feel,
will make manv more” Next “ ‘ave 1S set-

ting up offices in Santa Monica. For
mtormaton, call 310-392-1720.
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