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Ari Sandel was nervous and excited
when he arrived at the Kodak Theatre
in Hollywood on the evening of March
5th, 2006 for the 78th Academy
Awards that, for a moment, he forgot
to breathe.
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He also knew he was a complete unknown so he felt it had to inject
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some context. As if that weren’t enough, the night before, he gets a call
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Write, Shoot, Direct, the first time a movie about the conflict in the Middle East that’s pro-
Edit Your Own Films. ” . ,

2 Year Conservatory peace has ever won,” the Consul noted to Sandel. "I hope you'll say
Program. something about the fact there are still people in Israel and Palestine

NYFA.
ww com who want peace and are hopeful there’s a future.”

Sandel’s agent told him to be funny while his Dad (who comes from
Israel) gave him this advice: “You go to the stage, you take the award
and say ‘I'm now ready for a job’ and walk off the stage.”

Traditionally, there’s been a lot of criticism about blending
entertainment with politics, but how can a filmmaker make something
like West Bank Story and not say anything about it's positive message,
especially when the media tends to feed alarmist appetites. Sandel,
remarkably, kept his emotionally charged delivery concise, balanced and
clear. “I made a musical comedy about Israelis and Palestnians in the
West Bank,” he said in his speech. “"And it's a movie about peace and
about hope. Hope is not hopeless.”

He went on to remind the Hollywood hierarchy of the raw passion that
drives the independent spirit. “A lot of viewers are watching and asking
what are short films,” Sandel said. “Well, a lot of them are made by
directors who are trying to get noticed. In a lot of ways they represent
the little guy because we don’t have the big studios behind us, big
name actors or the budgets we need. It relies on perseverance and
stick-to-it-ness and to hustle and the dedication and loyalty from a cast
and crew who are doing it for pennies if not for nothing.”

About a year before he made that speech, West Bank Story wasn't even
gleam in Academy’s eye much less an actual Oscar contender. His 21-
minute musical comedy about the on-going conflict between the Israelis
and Palestinians was creating quite a media buzz in LA, all the way from
the snow-covered mountains of Utah. Ari and his 60-member team of
friends, family and supporters descended on Park City just days before
the 2005 Sundance Film Festival began. With the kind of strategic
precision that would have made General Patton proud, the team made
certain that everyone from the town barber to the coffee shop waitress
knew about West Bank Story.

Characterized by the kind of gutsy audacity that made the film so full of
joy and life, Ari made use of every promotional technique available. I
brought DVDs to all my screenings and handed them out to who ever
asked,” Sandel said. “I made posters and put them up all over town. I
made jackets, hats and buttons that said ‘Kosher King Chosen
Restaurant’ and others that said ‘Hummus Hut.” People wanted to
collect the buttons and that started a buzz.”

Ari and his team were incredibly organized and knew how to take
advantage of the media buzz they were creating. They hired a couple of
local kids to dress up in ‘Hummus Hut” and ‘Kosher King’ outfits and
handout flyers on Main Street. The media loved the photo opportunity
and soon (in fact—the next day) the kids, dressed up in their colorful
outfits, on the front pages of the L.A. Times Calendar Section and the
Salt Lake Tribune. The story was also covered on an episode of Access
Hollywood.

“For a short film,” Ari reminisced, “it got a hell of a lot of exposure.

When you go to Sundance you want to create as much hype as possible
and that’s what we did. I really tried to make my short film feel as big
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of an event as going to one of the feature films like Napoleon Dynamite
or Garden State or whatever else was there.”

Summer Lopez was an important member of the West Bank Story team,
because she had experience with Sundance and she is an expert in
marketing short films. She worked closely with Ari to insure that his
short film had a very big presence. “When we showed up for our
screenings half the audience was friends, family and crew so everyone
was clapping and cheering,” Sandel recalled. “When agents came to
watch they were thinking, ‘God, this movie’s really playing well!
Everyone loves it!"”

Sundance is the most important showcase for emerging independent
films and West Bank Story made a big media splash; however, it was
winning the St. Louis Film Festival at the end of 2005 that qualified the
film for Academy Award submission. “You have to win an Academy
accredited festival: there’s like 80 of them,” Sandel explained. “The
Academy will give you the list. Your film has to win a jury-prize not an
audience award.”

If creating a short film is a way to introduce your talents to a tough
industry, having your short film win an Academy Award magnifies the
exposure, garners a great deal of attention and marks you as part of
Hollywood’s elite.

Since Ari’s night at the Oscars, he has finished a feature-length
documentary with Vince Vaughn called Vince Vaughn’s Wild West
Comedy Show, which premiered at the Toronto Film Festival in 2006
and was released last year by PictureHouse. He is now in the home
stretch of finishing the script to a film titled Brad Cutter Ruined My
Life...Again, set up at Fox Atomic.

Not one to wait around for the next phone call or meeting, Ari is
committed to flexing his creative muscles by staying busy. "“When you
have a project that you're working on it becomes easier to buckle down
and motivate yourself,” he said. “"Usually, it's when you're in between
stuff that it becomes more difficult to keep motivated.”

Sandel’s formula combines comedy with a political consciousness. Like
many self-directed creative professionals, the day-to-day discipline can
be a challenge. “I talk to a lot of people in the business,” he said. “For
writers and directors staying motivated and disciplined to get things
done is one of the hardest things.”

Juggling multiple projects at various stages of completion is not easy.
Sandel has many irons in the fire. “Sometimes you take on too many
projects at once and something suffers. You have to figure out what
your breaking point is and try not to exceed that. Between developing
stuff you're attached to, writing your own material, and then reading
scripts, going out for jobs and attending pitch meetings...it can all be
very time consuming.”

Ari prefers to work with writing partners. It's a way to define each
project better and pace its development. This collaborative approach
certainly helped give West Bank Story its unique combination of political
commentary and social satire (a combination that will probably shape
his oeuvre). Originally, the story was about checkpoints and suicide
bombers and all the complications that real-world politics can bring. It
wasn't until Ari and his writing partner Kim Ray hit upon the idea of the
Kosher King and Hummus Hut that the story began to take an absurdist
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direction. The story was then distilled down to our common need for
love and food. * When we came up with food and the premise of
competing falafel stands, the script began to come to life.” The film
resonates with viewers and draws its real strength from the wisdom that
our commonalities far out-weigh any differences we might have.
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