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Rent

After seeing Rent soon after it opened on Broadway, director Chris Columbus
(Home Alone, Mrs. Doubtfire, Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone) was
so inspired, he iImmediately corralled his 1492 Pictures partners Michael
Barnathan and Mark Radcliffe into seeing the musical as well. They reacted
with similar enthusiasm.

It wasn’t only Jonathan Larson’s wonderful music and lyrics that captured
their attention, but the powerful and honest way in which it dealt with crucial
contemporary life issues. Says Radcliffe: “The show tackled two significant life
questions we all share: First, “What am | going to do with my life” and
secondly, “Who am | going to spend it with?”’

In addition, Radcliffe continues, “You add the complication of having a limited
time to live. How will you deal with that as well?’

The moment Columbus, Radcliffe and Barnathan left the theatre, all they
could talk about was ‘how great it would be to do a movie with the kind of
energy, power and emotional immediacy of the show we had just seen on
stage,’ recalls producer Barnathan.

‘To me Rent was about dealing with emotion, about confronting the feeling of
falling in love for the first time,” says Columbus, ‘and regardless of some of its
darker aspects, it was ultimately albout hope, about understanding that each
day is important and you need to live each day to its fullest.’

Bringing Rent to the screen became the flmmakers’ passion and, for several
years, they tried to obtain the rights to the project, which had been optioned
by Jane Rosenthal and Robert De Niro, who run Tribeca Productions. Finally,
in 2004, they were able to partner with Tribeca and secure financing for

the project.

‘| was on the phone with Chris giving him the news that our funding had fallen
through,’ says Barnathan. ‘(Revolution Studios’ founder) Joe Roth overheard
my conversation, turned around and said, “If you’re talking about Rent, I'll
finance the movie.” We had a deal within a week.’

When Rosenthal learned that Revolution Studios had agreed to provide the
funding for Rent, she was overjoyed. ‘Bob (De Niro) and | had spent almost a
decade trying to bring this project to the screen,’” says Rosenthal. ‘We were
thrilled to hear that Chris and 1492 were able to secure the financing and
finally make this labour of love a reality.’

Though, according to Columbus, it may not be apparent from his previous
films, he has a close affinity to the story of Rent. ‘| lived in New York for 17
years in the 1980s when Rent takes place. | lived in a loft and had a lot of
those experiences. We were dirt poor and we lived in a loft on 26th Street in
Manhattan for three years,’ he says. ‘| could relate to exactly what the
characters of Mark (Anthony Rapp) and Roger (Adam Pascal) were going
through. | knew those people. So for me, it was an opportunity to go back to
a very important time in my life and to bring my own experiences to that part
of it. | was concerned about someone else doing it who didn’t have that
experience and hadn’t lived in that world. For me it was extremely important



not to homogenise any of the elements of the play. | wanted the film to be, in
a sense, even grittier because film enables you to be a lot more realistic.’

Having secured Revolution Studios and Tribeca as partners, Columbus next
met with members of Jonathan Larson’s family, his sister Julie and father

Al Larson. There was an immediate connection, and after several years of
false starts and stops, the Larson’s felt comfortable and excited to entrust
Rent to Columbus.

‘For seven or eight years, we felt a huge burden of having (a) decided to allow
a movie to be made and (b) what was that going to be?’ recalls co-producer
Julie Larson. ‘We really didn’t know. We just knew it was taking a chance on
something that was going to be different. \We were terrified that we would let
the fans down or let my brother down, so there was a huge burden.’

‘| think it sort of took the time that it needed — all these false starts — so that it
could get to Chris,” continues Larson, ‘| was still very nervous about the idea
of making a movie. But once we met Chris, we felt so comfortable — he got it.

)

The bond continued throughout the film’s production with Larson’s father, Al,
a constant and comforting presence. ‘Having Al on the set every day was a
remarkable thing. He was like my own personal connection to Jonathan
Larson,’ says Columbus. ‘I never knew Jonathan. I'd read about him, seen
documentary footage and talked to some of his friends, but having Al there
was an emotional connection for me, another level of inspiration. He was the
unofficial set papa. He was always there for any of us.’

The majority of the film’s exteriors were shot in New York. Production
designer Howard Cummings began his work by taking pictures of entire
Manhattan neighbourhoods to find just the right look for each scene. ‘| went
to the places that | knew hadn’t changed much over the years,’ he recalls.

Shooting on actual city streets was an entirely new and different experience
for the show’s returning cast members. ‘The most surreal experience for me
In terms of taking it from stage to film,” says Anthony Rapp, ‘was when | got
to sing a big section of “What You Own” while actually walking down Seventh
Street in the East Village. There | was between Avenues A and B, at night, in
the cold, with Tompkins Square Park on my left and this row of houses on my
right. | was walking down the middle of the street singing with the music
blaring in my ears and | thought, “This is amazing.”

Additional external locations in New York included other areas of the East
Village, East Side Community High School, the Flatiron District in midtown
Manhattan, the Williamsburg Bridge and a subway station in Brooklyn.

Cummings required locations and sets that worked on several levels.
‘The reason Rent works so well is because it goes from being really intimate
to being large and exuberant and kind of wild and crazy.’
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