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SYNOPSIS
For the past 25 years acclaimed photographer and filmmaker Lauren Greenfield (The Queen of Versailles, Thin, kids+money, #likeagirl) has travelled the world, documenting with ethnographic precision and an artist’s sensitivity a vast range of cultural movements and moments. Yet, after so much seeking and searching, she realized that much of her work pointed at one uniting phenomenon: wealth culture. With her new film, Generation Wealth, she puts the pieces of her life’s work together for in an incendiary investigation into the pathologies that have created the richest society the world has ever seen. Spanning consumerism, beauty, gender, body commodification, aging and more, Greenfield has created a comprehensive cautionary tale about a culture heading straight for the cliff’s edge. Generation Wealth, simultaneously a deeply personal journey, rigorous historical essay, and raucously entertaining expose, bears witness to the global boom-bust economy, the corrupted American Dream and the human costs of capitalism, narcissism and greed. 
AN INTERVIEW WITH LAUREN GREENFIELD
Q: Could you talk about how you began your ongoing, multi-format investigation of wealth? You’ve mounted a major photography show, published a book, and are now finishing a documentary film. 
A: I’ve been looking at consumerism and how the values of consumerism have taken over the American Dream for as long as I’ve been a photographer, about 25 years. I started working on the book and a show about this wealth project during the economic crash in 2008, and began devoting myself full-time to it in 2012. While going through audio and video of characters from my photography work dating back to the early 1990s, I realized that these years were not just the 25 years that I had been a photographer, but that this was a period marked by a greater historical transformation in our culture and in our values. This was an era informed by the character of Gordon Gekko and by Reagan’s policies, one in which media expanded rapidly, and globalization became a force. It was also a time that produced the kind of saturation marketing and advertising culture we live in now. So that kind of drove the journey. I wanted to figure out how this had happened, to go back and look through the pictures, look at the way we changed through my documentation of all of these related events. At a certain point, I realized that I need ed to make a feature-length documentary to tell the story.
Q: There are so many different ways you could have gone with this film, so many examples out there of conspicuous wealth. How did you place limits on your scope?
A: It was a huge challenge. When we started, we had 4”x6” index cards—like scene cards—but each one was a different character. They covered an entire wall. It was overwhelming and hard to figure out where to start. It was a huge process of winnowing everything down. You can’t have everything in a film, and the nature of my work is very expansive and essayistic. It really depends on multiple characters and on repetition, on seeing that the same things are happening in Iceland, California, Florida and Dubai. Yet, in a movie, this kind of repetition can become tedious very quickly. I would say that we really pursued almost all of the narrative threads, and, in the end, there were several characters that really had their own arcs and their own evolutions that I found incredibly compelling and also spoke to the bigger issues of the idea of “generation 

wealth.” Even so, the first cut was probably 4.5 hours.  Luckily, after a marathon edit and many hours spent staring at the wall of photos and cards, we found a balance between the fascinating stories of a small group of characters, and the larger essay.
Q: Your story, your own personal relationship with wealth becomes part of the film. Can you talk about making that leap? 
A: Making this film was a really challenging creative journey. Much of it evolved in the edit room, and I ended up spending thirty months in the edit, which is probably three times longer than I’ve spent on any other movie. I had always intended to be a part of the movie as a narrator, but as the process went on, it ended up becoming more personal. My work is really intimate with people, and I have this really close access and trust with my subjects so we’re able to tackle really hard things. It just seemed kind of natural in the course of making this film that I also had to turn the camera on myself and  consider why I was attracted to these subjects and why I had been returning to these questions about the culture of consumerism for so long. A big part of my work, though, is about how we’re all complicit. This made it seem natural to look at my own part in it. I’m the connective tissue of this serendipitous photographic, sociological, and character-driven deep dive into this one subject.
A: It does seem as though Generation Wealth is a kind of conscious summation of themes you’ve explored throughout your career. 
Q: While making my second film, The Queen of Versailles, during the financial crash, I had an insight: all of this work I had done, in different media, all over the world, was all connected, and told a story about what we have become as a society. If you’re not happy with a 25,000 square foot house, and you’re building a 90,000 square foot house, that’s kind of a metaphor for how we’re never happy with what we have, right? My first movie, Thin, was about eating disorders, and what I realized in that film was that it was really about addiction, and that all addictions are about numbing pain or numbing trauma and that it doesn’t really matter whether it’s drugs or alcohol or eating disorder or cutting, they all have the same effect. In many ways, I realized consumerism and the desire for more was a similar, pathological addiction. The financial crash 

and the specter of climate change made it feel really important to make Generation Wealth now because we are on an unsustainable path in terms of the environment, in terms of values, in terms of family, in terms of community.
Q: With so many possible avenues to explore, so many characters and so many filmmaking modes in play, how do you, then, go about structuring a film like this?
A: The first half of the movie is more of an essay exploring many of the themes of generation wealth.  The framing is my photographic journey and a historical essay about the way we have changed over the last 25 years. I’m a part of it, but really as guide to show where the photographic work comes from, and how it developed. We tried to go through the ideas very thematically, from consumerism to beauty and gender to sexual capital, to the commodification of human beings. And then we move to the idea that if people are being commodified, if one’s value, especially in the case of young girls, is your sexuality, then you can’t age. We kind of swim through all of these themes until we crash, literally in the financially crisis, and figuratively as many of the characters hit rock bottom. Once we crash, it’s really the characters and their insights that pull us out of it. In the second half of the film, the characters sweep us away as we move from thematic explorations with characters who represent ideas, to a more personal and emotional experience of the costs of generation wealth. 
Q: It ends up being a very structurally risky work. 
A: This is part of why the film took me so long and was such an evolution to complete. It’s part photographic journey of an artist, part historical essay, part character-driven narrative and part personal film. I tried to weave together all of those strands to tell a story that, in the end, is not about me, or about my work, or about the characters, but really a bigger story about where we’ve come to as a culture, and where we are as a society.
Q:  I imagine you thought a lot about this during the process, but how do you display wealth on screen, and capture the flash and glamour of excess, while maintaining distance? How do you make sure your audience knows that you’re mounting a critique?
A: I’ve always tried to take people on a journey where there are things that draw you in, whether it is a photograph with a shiny surface, saturated colors, aspirational experiences, sexy bodies, the aesthetic of the popular culture, and then once you are hooked in, drawn to these things, I tell a very critical story that allows you to examine your own complicity. What I’m looking at is how we do all want these things. This want crosses class, borders, age and races. and so really what I’m looking at is that phenomenon, of wealth very broadly defined. And not just having money, but also wanting to look like you have it—that idea of “fake it ‘til you make it.”  By featuring characters that have been on these journeys and have seen what it was like on the other side, we can benefit from their knowledge. I think that’s also the interesting thing about the film and about these characters—they are not traditional heroes, they are people who have taken very tough journeys. If you go into Generation Wealth thinking that it might be cool to be on Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, you’re going to come out with a different point of view.
Q: Can you think of other historical moments that echo what we’re experiencing in terms of wealth right now? Or is this totally unprecedented? 
A: I definitely see similarities in both the fall of Rome and also the kind of Gatsby-esque gilded age, the feeling of dancing on the deck of the Titanic represented by the gold shoes under the title. I see this moment as a new Gilded Age, and it does have parallels in other times of decadence. Chris Hedges says in the beginning of the film that when societies have their greatest moments of wealth, this is generally the moment right before their death. I think the stakes are higher for us now, and I think that we feel that tension every day, particularly over this past year. A big part of what I am looking at in the wealth phenomenon is the idea that we used to compare ourselves to people that we knew, and would aspire to having what our neighbor had, and now we compare ourselves to the people we see on TV. Keeping up with the Joneses has become “Keeping Up with the Kardashians.” This is scientifically proven—when we see images of wealth in the media, we think that it is more common than it is, and that that stimulates our desire, and stimulates a very unrealistic desire, so there becomes this huge aspirational gap between what we want and what we can afford. I think that this drives a lot of our choices and caused the financial crash and is part of the culture that gave rise to Donald Trump. Generation Wealth references Kim Kardashian, the 5-digit Birkin bag and Donald Trump, but it is more 

about the culture that made those three “phenomena” possible. I think that when you see these connections and see the things that are propelling your behavior, it gives them less power, and gives you more agency.  Ultimately, that is what I try to do in my work—I attempt to connect the dots between cultural phenomena that we don’t always see as related, to expose the matrix that affects our daily choices.  The characters in the film have had journeys that have woken them up in ways we can learn from. 
ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS
LAUREN GREENFIELD (Writer, Director, Producer) 
 
Emmy-award-winning photographer/filmmaker, Lauren Greenfield, is considered a preeminent chronicler of youth culture, gender, and consumerism as a result of her monographs (Girl Culture, Fast Forward, THIN, Generation Wealth), and documentaries (THIN, kids+money, The Queen of Versailles). The Queen of Versailles won her the Best Documentary Director Award at Sundance Film Festival.  Her viral ad, #LikeAGirl, swept commercial awards, including 14 Cannes Lions 2015, was named 3rd Best Ad of the Decade, and earned Greenfield the #1 director/Most Awarded Director by AdAge, the first woman to top this list. Her latest body of work, Generation Wealth, was released as a monograph (Phaidon Press) on May 2017 to rave reviews. The accompanying exhibition first opened in Los Angeles at the Annenberg Space for Photography on April 2017 and has since traveled to the International Center of Photography in New York City. It will open at the Nobel Peace Center (Oslo) on February 2018, after which it will travel to the Fotomuseum (The Hague) and the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art (Copenhagen). Her latest documentary film, Generation Wealth, will premiere on opening night of the Sundance Film Festival and will be released theatrically in 2018 by Amazon Studios.

 

Lauren Greenfield Filmography:
 

Generation Wealth (2018, 106 mins), Director. Produced by Evergreen Pictures

  

Magic City (2015, Director’s Cut 30mins), Director. Produced by Evergreen Pictures 

 

The Bling Dynasty (2015, 30mins), Director. Produced by Evergreen Pictures 

 

The Queen of Versailles (2012, 100 mins), Director. Produced by Evergreen Pictures 

 

Beauty CULTure (2011, 30 mins), Director. Produced by Evergreen Pictures 

 

kids+money (2008, 32 mins), Director. Produced by Evergreen Pictures 

 

THIN (102 mins, 2006), Director. Distributed by HBO

 

FRANK EVERS (Producer)
 
Frank Evers is the founder and executive producer of Evergreen Pictures, an award-winning production company that specializes in the production of documentary films (Generation Wealth, The Queen of Versailles, Magic City, Bling Dynasty, Beauty CULTture, kids+money, Fashion Show).  In addition to running Evergreen Pictures, Frank is the CEO of INSTITUTE, an artist management and content distribution company representing world-renowned documentary photographers.  

 

Frank is also the co-founder of the New York Photo Festival and the co-creator of The Future of Storytelling, two NY-based annual events that have attracted hundreds of thousands of participants since 2008. Between 1995 and 2005, Frank spent ten years in the video-game business, running product development and production for Activision, Vivendi, and Disney Interactive. During this time, his video games generated over $1 billion in global sales. Frank started in the film business with Sony Pictures Entertainment, and he later executive-produced the cult classic film Swimming with Sharks. 

GENERATION WEALTH: THE CHARACTERS 
Cathy: We meet Cathy as a 31-year-old school bus driver from Virginia, who goes to Brazil to undergo a tummy tuck, a breast augmentation, a nose job, liposuction, and a Brazilian butt lift—all without general anaesthesia and all paid for by credit card. Checking in with her in the years since then, we learn that fixing her body has created financial problems for Cathy and may have contributed to a family tragedy. 

Florian: A 55-year-old former hedge-fund manager whose net worth was at one time $800 million, Florian has fled the United States to avoid arrest by the FBI on charges of defrauding investors. Released on a technicality after 15 months in an Italian prison, he now lives in his native Germany, which will not extradite him. He claims to regret his former fixation on making money, saying that he was trapped in his own ambition and a “hamster in a diamond-studded, gold wheel.”
Conrad: Conrad is Florian’s son, who reflects on growing up with vast wealth but a distant, absent father. Conrad recalls one effort at father-son bonding, when Florian, fed up with 15-year-old Conrad’s shyness around girls, took him to lose his virginity to a prostitute. Conrad paid with a jar of coins he’d collected.

Kacey/Daveney/Courtney: At age 22 a successful porn star sought after for her child-like physique, Kacey gained brief notoriety after Charlie Sheen paid her $30,000 for a days-long party that landed him in the hospital with a drug overdose. At 27, Kacey has seen the dark side of fame, posting a video of her suicide attempt on YouTube and going bankrupt from the ensuing medical bills, and decides to start fresh with a new name, a new body (breast implants and a nose job) and a pregnancy. 

Valbjörn: A fisherman by trade, Valbjörn became one of many Icelanders who went to work in banks during the go-go years of the early 2000s, when the country made a highly leveraged bid to turn itself into a global financial center. He talks about the boom time, when he and others like him rushed to buy luxury cars and build houses with magazine-ready décor, saunas, and state-of-the-art appliances. Laid off when the 2008 financial crisis hit, Valbjörn returned to fishing and a quieter life that he says makes him happier.

Cliff (G-Mo): Greenfield met Cliff while working on her 1997 first book, Fast Forward, about growing up in Los Angeles. We meet Cliff in 1995 as a 20-year-old rapper called G-Mo making his first music video (“Ballin’”) and celebrating hip-hop’s new vision of the American Dream—being served lobster poolside by a beautiful, uniformed maid and counting stacks of cash. After the “Ballin” dream as a rapper didn’t work out, we find Cliff today as a down-to-earth and middle class father of six, who has taken to heart traditional values of family and education.

Mijanou: Another of Greenfield’s earliest subjects, Mijanou was popular as an 18-year-old Beverly Hills High School senior, winning the class’s “Best Physique” award. Now 42  and bringing up a daughter of her own, she recalls the damaging legacy of being shaped by the “male gaze,” which won her acceptance as an immigrant who was less well off than her peers.

Paris: In 1993 Greenfield’s lens captured Paris, the 16-year-old son of REO Speedwagon guitarist Kevin Cronin, as he partied out of control in a world where parents were largely absent. After years of struggling with drug addiction, Paris finally got sober at age 29. We see him here coming to terms with his own feelings of abandonment and inadequacy and his determination to be a loving father to his baby daughter.

Limo Bob: The self-proclaimed “Limo King,” Bob owns a fleet of limousines which includes the longest limousine in the world with a swimming pool and a helicopter landing pad. The Chicago native proudly shows off his trademark 33 pounds of gold and diamond jewelry .
Tiffany: Tiffany left her home in Kansas as a single mother to seek fame and fortune in Las Vegas. Now a leading VIP hostess, arranging high-end entertainment and attractive escorts she calls Arm Charms for celebrity clients, her son has to reckon with his mom’s choices which affect his own.  She admits there are downsides to success in Vegas nightlife, saying, “You sell your soul to the devil.” 

Suzanne: Suzanne was a 37-year-old hedge-fund executive when Greenfield photographed her for a story on women who spent large sums on personal maintenance. Suzanne spends her 30’s focused on making money and building her successful career. She postpones childbearing and at age 40, Greenfield follows her struggle to conceive a child, as she goes through 25 IVF cycles and eventually hires a surrogate to bear her baby.
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Music Courtesy of 


"Already Knowing"
Written and Performed by Cool Amerika 
Produced by (Buddah Bless) / Alliance Music Group

Courtesy of Alliance Music Group

"Ballin'"

Words and Music by McClifton T. Magee Jr., Randy Muller, Edward Thomas Magee Jr.

Performed by G-mo, Courtesy of McCliffton T Magee Jr.

(c) Songs Of Universal, Inc. on behalf of itself, Gimmemo Music, and Wit It Music/Universal Music Corp. on behalf of itself and One To One Music Publishing Co.

 “Theme For Villain” by Joe Kraemer

“Perfect Crime” by Ashley Barnes, David Tobin, Jason Pedder and Jeff Meegan
Additional Material by 
‘Less than Zero’/Simon & Schuster/Bret Easton Ellis

‘Less Than Zero’/Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation, 

Amercent Films, American Entertainment Partners L.P./

Jon Avnet, Jordan Kerner/Mark Kanievska

‘SexTv - Episode: Girl Culture’/Jane Juska/Lynn Bianchi

‘Fast Forward: Growing up in the Shadow of Hollywood’/

Alfred A. Knopf and Melcher Media, Inc./Lauren Greenfield

MSNBC News

Crossroads School/Yearbook

‘Wall Street’/Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation, 

Amercent Films, American Entertainment Partners L.P./

Edward R. Pressman/Oliver Stone

Magazine page: Das Unternehmen

Harvard Yearbook

'The Price is Right'/CBS/Mark Goodson Productions

‘Keeping Up With the Kardashians’, Season 1,

Episode 1 & Season 5, Episode 1/

E! Entertainment Television, Inc./

Bunim-Murray Productions (BMP), 

Ryan Seacrest Productions
‘The Apprentice’, Season 1, Episode 1/

NBC/MGM Television, Trump Productions LLC, 

Mark Burnett Productions

‘Girl Culture’/Chronicle Books/Lauren Greenfield

Con Estilo TV/Miss Universe 2013

The Hearst Corporation/Marie Claire/

‘Who Spends the Most on Looking Good?’/

Melissa Macron-Nitolo/2004

‘Thin’/HBO/Lauren Greenfield

‘Toddlers and Tiaras'/Season 2, Episode 18/

TLC/Authentic Entertainment

Kim Kardashian/’Superstar'

INK 361

Instagram

Facebook

Scoopla/’Charlie Sheen's Porn Star Cheque For Kacey Jordan’

Condé Nast/GQ/’Coke, Hookers, Hospital, Repeat.’/

Amy Wallace/2011

‘Not the Bradys XXX: Bradys Meet the Partridge Family’/

All Media Play, X-Play/Scoot David, Will Ryder

‘American Bukake 39'/Jeff Mike Productions

‘The Swan’/Season 1, episode 1/Fox Television/

Galan Entertainment

‘Let It Be’/The Beatles/Across the Universe

‘Gag Factor 30’/Jeff Mike Productions/Jim Powers
YouTube/JR

PopTvDotCom/’Kacey Jordan – Charlie Sheen’s Porno

Actress Girlfriend’

NewsFilter/’Pornstar Kacey Jordan, 

who was banging Charlie Sheen, 

attempts suicide during a webcam show’
Photographs © Lauren Greenfield/INSTITUTE 

This program was supported by a grant from the Sundance Institute Documentary Film Program with support from 
JustFilms | Ford Foundation

Cinereach Project at Sundance Institute
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In association with Candescent Films and Artemis Rising Foundation. 
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