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SYNOPSIS
Reuniting with director Rob Reiner from the hit film, The Bucket List, Freeman plays Monte Wildhorn, a famous Western novelist whose struggle with alcoholism has sapped his passion for writing. He takes a lakeside cabin for the summer in picturesque Belle Isle, and befriends the family next door—an attractive single mom (Virginia Madsen) and her young daughters—who help him find inspiration again. 

ABOUT THE FILM

THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE is the story of a man who’s given up on life and a woman and her three daughters who renew his will to live when he becomes their next door neighbor during one summer in a small upstate New York lakeside town.

Monte Wildhorn (MORGAN FREEMAN) is a man in the third act of his life, with his glory days first as a young athlete, cut short by an accident, and later as a successful novelist now behind him. His wife, who was his rock and his muse, has recently died so for Monte, long confined to a wheelchair, nothing is left except long bleak days and drinking booze.

When Monte’s nephew Henry (KENAN THOMPSON) deposits Monte, against his will, at a ramshackle house in a small lakeside town where Henry’s made arrangements for Monte to housesit for the summer, the urbane Monte is not happy about the situation. But there he finds himself, forced to take care of the house and its dog for the summer.  And Henry’s brought Monte’s old upright typewriter which sits silent on the kitchen table. For Henry it’s the hope Monte might write again. For Monte it’s only a reminder of what once was.

But little does Monte know the changes that his summer in the town will bring about, both for him and for everyone he meets. At first Monte just notices his next door neighbors, the O’Neils – Charlotte O’Neil (VIRGINIA MADSEN) and her three daughters, Willow (MADELINE CARROLL), a teenager, Finnegan (EMMA FUHRMANN), a nine year old tomboy and little Flora (NICOLETTE PIERINI). 

But soon after, Finnegan, the nine year old middle child, appears at his door and asks if he can be her mentor as a writer. Monte takes a liking to her, admiring both her spunk and curiosity, and agrees to help her, with his first lesson about imagination.

And from that beginning, Monte soon finds himself entwined in the lives of all the O’Neils as well as other residents of the town. He soon meets everyone at a wake for someone he’s never met. But when the mayor of the town, Al Kaiser (FRED WILLARD), hears that Monte is a writer, he asks him to deliver the already written eulogy. And when Monte meets an emotionally “special” young man, Carl Loop (ASH CHRISTIAN), he soon takes him under his wing. 

But it’s the developing relationship with the O’Neils that has the greatest impact on Monty, as it also has on O’Neil and each of her three daughters. So by summer’s end, when Monte has to leave, Monty has gone through a kind of rebirth and none of their lives will ever be quite the same again. And although Monty has to leave, who knows what the future may bring? 

THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE is a comedy-drama starring Morgan Freeman and Virginia Madsen, with Rob Reiner directing from an original screenplay by Guy Thomas, Andrew Scheinman and Reiner. The film also stars Madeline Carroll, Emma Fuhrmann, Nicolette Pierini, Kenan Thompson, Fred Willard, Ash Christian and Kevin Pollak. The producers are Alan Greisman, Lori McCreary, Martin Shafer, Liz Glotzer and Andrew Scheinman, with Jared Goldman serving as executive producer. 

Reed Morano (Frozen River, Little Birds) was the director of photography, Tom Lisowski (Arena, The Courier) was the production designer, Shawn-Holly Cookson (The Grudge, Sonny) was the costume designer and Dorian Harris, A.C.E. (Johns, Fresh) was the editor.

The film was shot entirely on location in Greenwood Lake, New York, north of New York City.

ABOUT THE PRODUCTION

For all the cast and filmmakers, bringing THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE to the screen was a labor of love. As director Rob Reiner recalls, “The script came into Castle Rock over the transom and we were all attracted to the quirkiness of it as well as the interesting characters the writer, Guy Thomas, came up with. As I’m getting older I find that I want to make movies that are life-affirming, that really embrace life. So I love the script’s take on this guy Monte Wildhorn who’s basically given up on life and, through the relationships that develop over the summer with O’Neill and her three daughters, he’s able to reconnect with life and to embrace it again. I just really liked that theme.

“It’s something I started exploring in The Bucket List, explains Reiner, “the idea that you live until you die. And no matter what situations are presented to you, you have to find a way to live your life. Because you only get this one shot so you have to find a way to embrace it.

“THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE is basically about this guy Monte Wildhorn, played by Morgan Freeman,” recounts Reiner, ” who we see at the beginning of the movie is in a wheelchair and he’s drinking and he’s basically given up on life. He’s a writer who stopped writing and we find out through the course of the film how he got into the wheelchair and how his wife died. He’s drinking at the beginning of the movie when he’s plopped down by his nephew at a cottage on a lake in this small town. And through the relationships that he develops with his next door neighbors, the O’Neils – Mrs. O’Neil and her three daughters – he’s able to re-engage in life. And that’s really what the story’s about.

“Monte basically has had a lot to deal with,” elaborates Reiner. “The idea of him once having a career as a baseball player is something I added to the script – it wasn’t in the original. And the fact that he had to give up his career and be confined to a wheelchair made him believe his life was over then. But subsequently he finds a new life as a novelist, with the creation of the character Jubal. But when his wife dies, it’s like he says in the film: `all the doors closed, everything got bolted shut.’ And that’s the case until this little girl, Finnegan O’Neil, comes along and opens them back up again. It just tells you that you have to keep living your life and no matter what life throws at you, don’t close down because you can still enjoy it and find reasons to have an interesting life.

“For Charlotte O’Neil, played by Virginia Madsen, it’s a story of redemption as well,” continues Reiner. “She is basically shut down as well in that she’s going through a very tough divorce and dealing with the varied reactions of her children to that situation. She now has her three daughters living with her and they’ve moved from New York City to her family home in the country that’s been in the family for 83 years. Charlotte has simply shut down and is not willing to open up her life again because she basically feels she has her three girls and that’s all she needs.

“And then, the most unlikely person that could ever move in next door,” explains Reiner, “this 65, 70 year-old man in a wheelchair – moves in and turns out to be the person that opens her back up to the feelings that she has. And he also has a lasting impact on each of her three daughters.

“Her oldest daughter, Willow, a teenager, is really upset about the fact that she has to live outside the city and away from her friends,” continues Reiner, “and she’s constantly blaming her mother for the divorce. So it’s a tough situation for them. And for little seven year old Flora and 11 year old Finnegan, they’re not as overtly affected, but of course they are affected by the divorce. They’re both particularly aware that their father is absent and doesn’t show for Flora’s birthday or to help Finnegan build her raft which is what she’s been looking forward to all summer. But all of them basically find a father figure in Monte Wildhorn, this unlikely person next door.”

However, the two key relationships which Monte has in the film are with Mrs. O’Neil and Finnegan. As Reiner explains, “They’re both critical relationships for Monte’s redemption and his return to life. With O’Neil, it’s about him feeling for the first time that he could be loved again by a woman. Because he figured, after his wife’s death, that would never, ever happen again. He just assumed that even his wife was going to leave him after he wound up in the wheelchair. But she stayed with him and since then he’s never imagined anybody else was ever going to love him.

“And then with Finnegan,” continues Reiner, “for Monte this is a little girl who’s curious, who wants to know about stories, wants to know about where stories come from. And here’s this writer. This guy who’s stopped writing shows up and, through his relationship with her and her curiosity about wanting to know where stories come from, he becomes reinvested in his own interest in telling stories. So she basically sparks his interest to write again.

“What Monte gives to Finnegan,” adds Reiner “is the ability to use her imagination – which he describes as the ability to see what’s not there. At first she’s resistant, but then he shows her how she can make up stories, an ability that’s actually been there all along. As we see at the beginning of the movie, she definitely has a great imagination. She makes up this story – which terrifies her little sister – about this guy next door who she says eats worms and will lick your feet at night. So clearly she has the capacity to make up stories, but she doesn’t think of it that way. And it’s through the relationship she has with Monte that she finds out she can do it.”

Reiner readily admits a big inspiration for the character of Finnegan was Scout in the classic film and novel, To Kill a Mockingbird. As Reiner recounts, “It’s exactly what I imagined as we started working on the script. Like Scout, I always saw Finnegan as an adorable, cute tomboy type of little girl, someone that you would fall madly in love with, who’s going to be a great woman when she grows up. But at this age she has this tomboyish quality. And she’s very curious and very interested in life, wanting to know how things work and where things come from. She talks about the magic of Belle Isle, the small island across the lake from her house, and wanting to find the magic there. And she wants to make that trip to the island on a small raft she’ll make, all of this showing the adventurous part of her. And that adventurous side and her trip to Belle Isle lead to a discovery that changes the relationship between her older sister Willow and their mother.”

The relationship between Monte and O’Neil at first is very tentative. Finnegan is the one who brings Monte to the family. And initially O’Neil is very quiet and observing. But once she gets involved with Monte herself, tentatively at first, things gradually start to develop. “When O’Neil first meets Monte, she’s shut down and doesn’t really want to have any kind of relationship,” observes Reiner. “So I think she’s moving very, very tentatively. But what happens is that she sees, first of all, that her daughter Finnegan is interested in this guy. And then she thinks it would be good for her daughter to be exposed to a guy like this. And, quite frankly, because he’s in a wheelchair she thinks he’s safe. 

“To her, Monte’s not somebody that she has to worry about and she can kind of go along,” explains Reiner. “And I think it surprises the hell out of her that she winds up having deeper feelings for this guy. I think she’s never expected to have those feelings. But he brings those things out in her. He sees in this woman, with these great girls she has, a person that he can be friends with. And I think when he asks her to play the piano after dinner and she plays, it’s like all of a sudden she’s opening up again, now exposing herself a little bit. And in turn, Monte is smitten by her.

“I love the fact that Monte has a dream about her,” enthuses Reiner, “and he’s able to dance with her and all of that – she’s actually the one who makes the move to kiss him towards the end of the summer. And I just think it surprises the hell out of her as well as it does Monte.”

In the original screenplay that Rob Reiner and his partners at Castle Rock received, Monte was a character in his 50s. But a chance phone conversation with Lori McCreary, Morgan Freeman’s producing partner changed all that and brought Morgan to the role of Monte Wildhorn as man in his late 60s, early 70s. As Reiner recalls, “Monte was somebody in his ‘50s and we were thinking in those terms. But I was talking to Lori McCreary because she and Morgan had an idea for a film that they wanted to pitch to us. And ever since we did The Bucket List, Morgan and I had wanted to work together. I love working with him and he loves working with me. We really enjoy each other. It’s like it couldn’t be a better marriage the way we get along so well.”

So after speaking with Lori McCreary about the project she and Morgan had, it suddenly occurred to Reiner that maybe Morgan would be a good choice for the role of Monte. “As thought about it,” recalls Reiner, “I realized that Morgan could be unbelievable in the part. Even though we’d be playing the character a little bit older, I thought it would still work. So then I called Lori back up and said, `I think we’ve got something here that could be amazing for Morgan.’ And so we sent it over and Morgan said right away he’d do it.

“I’m really so thrilled that Morgan decided to play Monte,” enthuses Reiner. “I mean, the guy’s one of the greatest actors ever, of all time. When you look at Driving Miss Daisy or The Shawshank Redemption and any number of his other performances you have to be in awe. And his performance as Monte Wildhorn in THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE, to me, ranks up there with all those performances.

“What Morgan brings to a role, including this one, is tremendous wisdom, strength and soul,” observes Reiner, “and all those things come across in the effortless way in which he performs. He’s very quiet. He’s not doing a lot of pyrotechnics in the way he performs. It’s very controlled, but incredibly powerful. And it was interesting because at one point I was talking to my wife about this and she said, `You know, I’m surprised Morgan’s never been in a romantic role.’ You generally don’t think of Morgan in that way. And yet in this picture he’s so romantic because he does have those qualities of strength, power, wisdom and soul. All of that comes out and you can’t be anything but attracted to him.”

When it came to casting the actress to play opposite Morgan Freeman, Reiner thought Virginia Madsen would be ideal for the role of O’Neil. “I had worked with Virginia once before – only in a small part, in Ghosts of Mississippi – and I loved working with her,” recounts Reiner. “And I’ve always admired her work over the years. I’d just never found the right project for her. But once I thought of Virginia for this I realized she was going to be perfect. She was so great in `Sideways” and I really think it resurrected her career. She’s been one of these really talented actresses who’s done extraordinary work for so many years but just doesn’t get the recognition she deserves.  Then she finally got it with Sideways and that was great.

“Aside from the fact that she’s a wonderful actress and can get you to feel just by doing the tiniest little things – she also has this classic beauty,” enthuses Reiner.  “Every time I looked at her when we were shooting, I kept thinking she’s someone out of the `30s or `40s Hollywood. It was like watching Barbara Stanwyck or someone like that. She has that look about her as like a George Hurrell photograph of one of those stars. I think she really brings a timelessness to the movie.

“And she and Morgan are unbelievable together,” Reiner continues. “There’s real chemistry there, no question about it.  When you’re working with people like the two of them, it’s like a director’s dream. It’s such a pleasure because they’re two incredibly great professional actors. They know what they’re doing. You can talk to them easily and tell them what you want. And they know exactly how to translate that into behavior. It was so easy, so great.”

“When Rob sent the script over, I read it immediately and loved it,” recalls producer Lori McCreary. “I then sent it over to Morgan who loved it as well. So in a few days we called Rob back and said, `This is going to be a great project to do together.’

“Rob had said the script wasn’t written for someone Morgan’s age, but it could work for him. And although the script I read at that point was written for someone in his ‘50s,” comments McCreary, “I couldn’t think of anyone but Morgan in the role. That’s because it always felt like the character was more of an older soul. The character was written in such a way that it was almost a timeless character. He’s the character who comes in and changes everyone’s life. 

“The original title of the script was `The Third Act,’ which was perfect for Morgan, playing someone in his late 60s or 70 years old,” recalls McCreary. “And I think it’s what people like to see him doing on the big screen – which is being a magical person who comes in and sort of sprinkles `fairy dust’ on all the other characters.” 

What else attracted McCreary to the project? “I like to read scripts and consider projects that have something an audience can leave the theatre with,” says McCreary. “And reading the script for this film I thought this would be a great story for all ages, but I particularly thought of my three and nine year- old nephews. It’s a script and a film that will get them thinking about what imagination is or what storytelling itself is. I just don’t read or see enough of those types of projects.

 “Like many of the films Morgan and I are drawn to,” explains McCreary, “it’s a rebirth or resurrection of a part of somebody’s soul or life. And I think that’s the case for Monte in this film. One of his lines is: `My heart was basically shut – the door was shut and locked and nothing was going to get in.’ And the O’Neil children really open that up through the course of the story.

“So it’s partly the re-blossoming of somebody’s heart and soul who never thought it would reopen,” elaborates McCreary. “And I also think the Monte character is like the traveling angel who affects not only the three girls and their mother, but the Carl Loop character and everyone else in the town, even the grocery clerk with his Slim Jim’s on the check-out counter. So I think Monte is kind of that angel who comes into our lives and then we live differently because of our encounter with him.

“The story is really quite wonderful,” enthuses McCreary. “Monte is dropped off by his nephew in a nondescript town, which seems pretty deserted until the story reveals that it’s very full and rich with these beautiful characters.  When you first meet him you’re not really sure what’s going on with him –there’s an old typewriter in the house and you get the sense that maybe he used to be a writer. But he’s very hesitant except to type a few words on the page and then throw it away. And you find out very quickly that his wife has passed away and he’s a lonely, kind of isolated man. He even talks to the dog, who comes with the house, as if the dog was a person.

“Monte you think is a drunk and you think something has happened to him but you don’t’ know why he drinks,” continues McCreary. “Obviously, he’s suppressing something but you’re not sure what it is. And in the course of the film you slowly learn his story, through his relationship with Finnegan O’Neil, this nine year-old girl, as he tries to spark in her the thing that he has, which is the ability to conjure up stories and the process of imagination.

“This Finnegan girl is basically a liar,” elaborates McCreary. “She uses her imagination but she doesn’t realize it’s imagination because she gets scolded for using it to scare her sisters by telling these big tales. But Monte sees that spark in her and helps her understand that it’s a gift that can be used for a really great thing instead. It can be creative and actually inspire.

“In the process, he reawakens his own loss which he’s been covering up with his drinking,” explains McCreary. “We usually drink because we don’t want to feel what we feel. And through the course of the story Monte stops drinking because this other part of him has reawakened. Basically, all the characters in the film change each other’s lives”

In addition to Monte’s relationship with Finnegan this is particularly true of his relationship with Mrs. O’Neil, Finnegan’s mother. “Monte woos O’Neil with the stories he writes for her youngest daughter, Flora,” recounts McCreary. “That’s because I think he’s probably still in love with his departed wife and doesn’t really know how to speak to O’Neil. So he uses his own imagination and stories to convey to her what he would love to say in person. And he does that through this elephant character, which is quite endearing when you realize that’s what he’s doing. Although he’s writing the stories for Flora, they’re really meant for her. And when Mrs. O’Neil realizes that – it’s a great moment in the script and the movie.”

Monte also uses a formality in his speech which keeps a distance from people. So he and O’Neil always address each other as Mr. Wildhorn and Mrs. O’Neil. “I really think that’s how Monte keeps people away,” says McCreary. “There’s a formality that feels a little stiff in a way, but the relationship is not stiff. So there’s this odd juxtaposition of this beautiful connection between these two people – it’s almost as if it were in the 1800s – and the formal way in which they speak to each other. But it’s wonderful to watch as the barrier breaks down. And towards the end of the film when Monte says to O’Neil, `Call me Monte,’ it’s like he’s finally opening up.”

McCreary feels the relationship between them is “quite unique in that it’s like an old-fashioned, ‘maybe’ romance story in which you’re not really sure where it’s going to wind up. I think Monte’s gentlemanliness and his ability to relate to her children catches O’Neil off-guard. So she’s very intrigued by this man who lives next door alone with this dog. And they strike up this friendship which I believe audiences will find really beautiful when they see it revealed towards the end of the film.”

 For Morgan Freeman, two things attracted him to the project: “Rob Reiner and the fact that it’s a very unorthodox story the way we did it,” says Freeman. “It’s also a very cute little story and nice family fare. It’s not that I’m specifically looking around for family films, but this is the second one I did in a year that qualifies to be called that.

“I play a character who is transformed by a child, a nine year-old girl,” explains Freeman. “And there’s magic in that. She’s a little girl who is magic herself and she brings it out in my character, Monte Wildhorn. That’s for me, the main segment of the movie.”

How does Freeman describe his character, Monte Wildhorn, at the beginning of the film? “Monte is a guy who drinks, constantly,” recounts Freeman, “so he doesn’t care to do anything but stay drunk. And that’s what does. So the little girl, Finnegan, asks him one time when he’s lining up bottles, `Are you going to drink all that?’ When he says he intends to and she asks why, he simply says, `Because I’m a drunk and that’s what we do.’ And that’s what I mean by her transformation of him. She just turns his entire self-awareness around.

“The main catalyst for his drinking and dropping out in general was the loss of his wife who he really loved dearly,” elaborates Freeman. She was a mainstay in his life after he got hurt and paralyzed. He thought at the time the accident was the end of everything, including his marriage. But it wasn’t the end of his marriage. His wife never gave up on him. And he quotes that she used to tell him, `A door closes and another one opens. So something will come up.’ And something did because Monte started writing and became successful at it. But then, when she died, it just all went away.”

So when Monte’s dropped off by his nephew Henry at the cottage, he finds himself living next door to “a very lovely lady and her three daughters, all quite young – the oldest is about 15,” as Freeman describes the O’Neils. “At first he’s not intrigued by them at all. He feels that’s over there and I’m over here. Just give me enough to drink and I’m fine.

“But then, the middle child, Finnegan, shows up,” recounts Freeman. “She just shows up at his house.  And he asks, `did I invite you in?’ She says, `No.’ And he says, `I didn’t think so.’ He’s sizing her up, but she says she’ll pay him if he’ll be her mentor and tells him she wants to learn how to use her imagination. And that’s the boldness of her. So Monte agrees, asking her to sit down and he’ll tell her about it. He gives her a lesson in life that she gets right away. And that starts it.

“Imagination really is so important and we use it all the time,” emphasizes Freeman. “We just don’t recognize it. It’s a magic thing and using it is a good thing to do.

“The mom, Mrs. O’Neil, is recently divorced and having trouble with her ex,” Freeman continues. “He’s off doing whatever he does and doesn’t seem to be interested in the welfare of their daughters and that’s upsetting to her. And now this drunk arrives next door, confined to a wheelchair so she assumes he can’t be dangerous. But then when he starts to develop a relationship with her daughter, Finnegan, she wants to know what this is about. So she works this out by inviting Monte over for dinner. He says to himself, `Oh, dear…’ But he manages to show up sober – and he’s hooked. Mrs. O’Neil plays the piano for him – and can she play the piano! She plays one of his favorite pieces, which is by Beethoven. She, in turn, is surprised he knows who she’s playing, but he tells her that when he was writing he listened to all kinds of music. And when she asks him why he stopped, he tells her, `For the same reason I gave up religion.’

“I think of Monte as having absolutely no security when it comes to women,” elaborates Freeman. “He’s had no part of romance or anything like that. He was so in love with his wife and he so gave up once he got hurt. He was willing to give up everything. And when she died he did give up everything. So to even contemplate, distantly, romance was just not part of his makeup. He was confined to a wheelchair and doesn’t believe anyone will ever find him attractive again. But this woman, Mrs. O’Neil, somehow does. I think she finds his soul attractive. And he’s gentle with her children.”

As for the formality between them which they maintain for a long time, Freeman says, “Almost to the end of the film, it’s Mr. Wildhorn, Mrs. O’Neil. He never calls her Charlotte and she never calls him Monte. It’s the kids who call him Monte.

“His formality in language is a kind of wall that is erectable between Monte and certain other people,” reflects Freeman. “Young people he can get along with just fine. He and Carl Loop, this `special’ young man in the town, hit if off just like that. He knows how to speak to Carl - `You want to be my sidekick?’ And he talks that same way with Finnegan. Even Willow, the oldest O’Neil daughter, in her teens, is intrigued by him. And of course, the youngest daughter, Flora, the most innocent and guileless of all – she’s wide open to it. Once he does something for her – he writes her a little fantasy story about an elephant – and she just eats it up. She’s in love with him from that point on. So she has no hesitation at all about hugging him and kissing him and he can’t resist that. So the man’s trapped.”

As for working opposite Virginia Madsen who plays Mrs. O’Neil, Freeman thoroughly enjoyed the experience and has only the greatest praise for the actress. He believes Phillip Seymour Hoffman said it best when he received his People’s Choice Award. “He said the main thing about acting – between each other – is that I got your back so let it out,” explains Freeman. “You’re not going to fall. We actually used to do a physical exercise like that when I was studying – ‘Trust me, I got your back.’ Well Virginia’s got my back and I’ve got her back. That’s the way it was throughout the film. And it’s wonderful to work with somebody who has that attitude, to just say it. It’s not verbalized at all, but she’s in there. There’s nothing like a psychic barrier to thwart what you want to express as an actor. If that’s gone you’re free to go. And she made it so I was free to go. I loved it. And she’s a lovely woman, a great actress, wonderful to play with.”

The relationship between Monte and O’Neil is very subtle in the way that it builds toward romance – to the dream sequence, the kiss. Madsen has said it’s like poetry. “That’s all to Virginia’s credit,” says Freeman, “and an example of what a creative actress she is. She was in the driver’s seat on that whole thing – as character and as actress. She really shaped the whole thing.”

And working with Rob Reiner again was a sheer joy for Freeman. “One more time with Mr. Reiner, our second go,” enthuses Freeman. “The first was `The Bucket List’ and I really wanted to do another film with him. I find him very easy to work with. I like the fact that he’s quick; he doesn’t waste any time doing shots that he doesn’t need. And he doesn’t wear out an actor – doing retakes just because. I like directors who are like that.

“Some of the best movies we’ve seen have been directed by Rob Reiner,” continues Freeman. “And so I always feel when you get somebody like that as a director that you’re in the catbird’s seat. Just go and do your thing and he’s going to make it work. He’s going to make it possible.”

Reiner has a very clear vision of what he wants before he shoots a scene as the best directors always do. In that way he reminds Freeman of Clint Eastwood who Freeman’s worked with several times and for whom Freeman has great admiration.

“With Rob, it’s always `We’ve got this, let’s go,’” says Freeman. “He does know what he wants and when he’s got it. And that makes working with him a joy, not just pleasant, but a joy. And he likes to sing, loves to sing – which I do all the time on the set, Sinatra and stuff like that. He knows a lot of songs as well, so a lot of times we’re just off and running.”

Freeman also appreciates that Reiner creates a space for the actor and then let’s an actor go for it. “That’s what I mean by `having security,’” explains Freeman, “when a director has an actor do the work. It’s terrible having directors who think they have to do the actor’s job for them. Let the director deal with the camera because with those guys you’re tempted to say `If you want to play the part I’ll let you.’

“But Rob draws a box – and I understand the box because it’s the same box that I see,” says Freeman. “`Okay, fine’ or `Ok, no I didn’t see it like that, but that works fine.’ `It works for me too.’ That’s how it is between us. We talk about the synthesis between actor and director. It’s a wonderful thing.”

Freeman also really enjoyed working with the three young actresses in the film. “Maddie, who plays the oldest, Willow, is a gorgeous young lady, sweet as candy,” comments Freeman. “And she fits her part like a glove. All three of them do. It’s like they were meant to be there doing this movie. Emma, who plays Finnegan, is an outstanding young actress. She’s just absolutely vivacious in her acting. As is Nicolette, who plays the youngest, Flora. She’s always animate, really outgoing. She can’t be more than seven, but she comes off as about five.”

Freeman found it easy to relate to their experience since he, himself, acted as a child. “I was a kid actor. I first got on a stage at age eight. So I fully understand where they are and appreciate what they are in terms of their ability and dedication to it. And I’m happy that it’s them because they know how to do it. It makes things so, so easy.”

In a way, THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE is a coming of age story, not just for the girls, but also for Monte. “It is a coming of age story for two of the girls,” says Freeman. “Willow learns a great lesson about her mother. She just sort of shifts gears and becomes someone her mother can depend on. And of course, Finnegan has this gift that she wants to realize. I put it that way because she comes to this writer and forces herself on him - `Teach me, I need help, I want to learn that and you know how to do it. And once Monte gives it over to her, she realizes she can really do it.

“And I think in mentoring her, Monte reawakens his own ability, his own imagination,” explains Freeman. “He speaks of the time he started writing, when one day he looked up and there the character of Jubal was – staring at him. Just like that. Boom! So if it happened once, it can happen again. And it probably will because now Monte has all this inspirational material around him. He can certainly write about these children.”

Freeman admits he really related to Monte’s relationship to his fictional creation, Jubal. “When I was a kid I went to the movies and I read comic books,” recalls Freeman, “and there was a comic book called “The Outlaw Kid.” To me, that’s Monte’s Jubal. He’s an outlaw hero. How he gets to be an outlaw is a little mysterious, but he kills people because he’s very fast with a gun. And of course, that’s against the law, no matter who drew first. He didn’t rob banks or do anything like that. He’s heroic.

“And that’s Monte’s creation,” continues Freeman, “He wrote, I don’t know how many books, using that particular character and became quite famous. And his books sold really well until he quit writing all together. And then, they went out of print. So Monte identifies, of course, with his hero. It’s like Ian Fleming and James Bond.”

Virginia Madsen was enamored with the project from the moment she read the script. “I thought it was really such a wonderful story,” says Madsen, “and really what we do – as actors or filmmakers – is we tell stories. Some aren’t as good as others, but this one almost reminded me of the way we used to make movies.

“It’s just a wonderful story about eccentric people in this lakeside community over a beautiful summer,” recounts Madsen. “I also think I was attracted to the character of O’Neil – first because she was called O’Neil – I thought that was very unusual. And she was just such a lovely woman. She was a single mother, which I am also. And she’s raising these three girls in this beautiful place. She plays the piano. I also liked that she was such an earth mother; she was such a solid woman who knows who she is, but is living under this kind of dilemma. I liked the conflicts in this character.”

Madsen particularly responded to the way the relationship between O’Neil and Monte is depicted. “Well, Mrs. O’Neil encounters Mr. Wildhorn, which is how we refer to each other, soon after he moves in next door,” explains Madsen. “And we have a very `proper’ relationship. Sometimes it’s a little bit of The King and I, sometimes a little bit of The Ghost and Mrs. Muir, sometimes a little bit of Jane Eyre.’ It’s very proper and kind of a subtle romantic relationship between them.

“Mr. Wildhorn comes into my life when my character, O’Neil is in place of aloneness,” recounts Madsen. “She doesn’t think she’s lonely because she has her three girls and they’re everything to her. And as one can see from their house and the things they do together, she’s very, very happy to be divorcing and to be in this new life at the lake with her girls.

“But she’s kind of given up on love,” continues Madsen. “And I know there’s a little twinge of sadness in the character because her favorite piece of music is this Beethoven piece which has a very sad and kind of lonely sound to it. And she plays it alone at night. I imagine she does this every night, maybe to put the girls to sleep. The song is really a lullaby, but there’s a lot of melancholy to it. And O’ Neil begins to play that piece of music for Mr. Wildhorn – which proves to be the beginning of this sort of romance they start to have.

“Basically, our two characters – Morgan Freeman’s and mine – are kind of two people who are very much alone,” relates Madsen. “Monte Wildhorn has sort of given up on life and Mrs. O’Neil has given up on love. He’s given up on writing; I’ve given up being an artist. And we have that very much in common, without realizing it when we meet. Then together we sort of bring each other back into life. It’s really beautiful what happens to both of our characters, coming from very proper, just a little bit closed to a point at which we’re embracing. It’s really lovely. And it happens for the girls too.

 “And I love the use of language between the two of us,” enthuses Madsen. “That was also one of my challenges in the script – with this dialogue you can’t just improvise or add whatever you want. It’s almost classical. You have to be spot on with every single word. It’s almost more like theatre. So it was a challenge to be very well rehearsed and very ready when I came to the set. And then it just flowed. We had this wonderful, romantic way of speaking to each other. And god, the voice of Morgan Freeman - That was really something on our first day of shooting. It was like, `Ah, there it is…’ It was beautiful.”

And then there’s the relationship Monte develops with each of O’Neil’s three daughters, beginning with Finnegan, and the effect he has on each of them. “I think there’s a good chance that O’Neil’s daughter Finnegan is going to become a writer thanks to the mentoring from Mr. Wildhorn,” says Madsen. “She’s very much a tomboy, she’s scrappy, she’s running around, she knows herself. And she brings Mr. Wildhorn out of his shell, despite the fact that he’s such a grumpy man. But she brings him out of his shell and, in turn, he teaches her how to express herself and to find her own imagination. So their friendship is beautiful.”

As for O’Neil’s relationship with her older, teenage daughter, Willow, it’s vastly different from her relationship with Finnegan. “Anyone with teenagers knows how difficult and volatile that relationship can be,” comments Madsen. “And also, the girls are all in the middle of O’Neil’s divorce from their father. So Willow’s acting out a little bit because she’s really angry at her mother. But despite this they never lose their closeness. And through the relationship with Monte, he also helps the two of them become closer.

“But the most wonderful thing that happens between Willow and O’Neil is brought about by Finnegan’s discovery of O’Neil’s old lunchbox when Finnegan is exploring Belle Isle,” recounts Madsen. “And in that lunchbox is O’Neil’s diary from when she was Willow’s age. And when Willow reads it she realizes in fact that O’Neil is not the big, bad mom – but rather has a lot in common with Willow. It brings them closer and it’s a real, nice honest moment.

“I think a lot of times when you see parents and teenagers in movies it’s all-out war and everybody hates each other,” says Madsen. “And it’s just about teenagers being sarcastic. Well, to me, it’s just so unrealistic. The relationship in our film I find much more true to life. Yeah, Willow and O’Neil have their distance, but in the end they still love each other and for O’Neil, Willow is and will always be her daughter. And Maddie plays Willow so well. She’s just such a wonderful actress.

As for working with Morgan Freeman, according to Madsen, “Morgan’s someone who is very easy to be comfortable around, which in one way you wouldn’t expect because he’s such a giant in our industry. And he is one of those iconic figures, although that word is used so much. So you might expect to be intimidated when you’re around him. But the first day that I met him and we were sitting on the porch – we’re both huge Frank Sinatra fans – and he looked at me and he started to sing a Sinatra song. We sang the whole thing from beginning to end and then he said to me, `You know your Sinatra.’ And that just sort of set the mood for the whole show. We’d sing together, that’s what we’d do every day when we came to work. And everything we did while making the film was musical – from me playing the piano to him singing. Morgan sings all the time between setups, all day long. And everybody joins in.

“There’s something about our performance together that became poetic,” reflects Madsen. “And that’s very rare. You have all different kinds of relationships when you work. You play off all different kinds of characters. And once in a while you get to the point where it feels artistic, where it feels like we’re flying. And he did that for me from day one.”

In addition, watching Madsen and the three young actresses who play her daughters on set together often gave the impression they were a surrogate family. “I think one of the most rewarding things about being in the business for a long time,” observes Madsen, “is that as you get older, you get to have kids in movies. And that delights me – because I love children and younger people. And in this movie it’s wonderful because I have a little one, a middle one and a teenager. And there was immediately a great chemistry between all three of us. They let me mother them, which was wonderful, and was done with complete permission from their real life moms. And the production designer on the film gave me a little art room where I could do arts and crafts with the girls between set up, which kept us all focused. It actually became part of the story. And there we had paints and pipe cleaners and crayons. Just all these different things we could do together. And I could put on music when it was allowed on the set. And it just bonded us – so that they came to trust me and I felt kind of like their pretend mom.”

In addition, Madsen would tell the girls stories. “I have this one story,” explains Madsen, “when I have kids on a film I have a story that will last for days and days. It keeps then focused whenever they start running around – because there’s so much going on around a movie set. It’s hard for kids because they can get very scattered or they can feel we’re not paying attention to them or maybe the hours are getting a little bit long.  So if you have things to do together like arts and crafts or storytelling, then they stay focused and stay with you. And for me, it kept me in character to be connected with them.”

For Madsen, a key highlight of making the film was the opportunity to work with Rob Reiner. “Rob is a great storyteller,” says Madsen, “and he’ll talk about telling the story all the time. If you have questions about something, ask if you can change it, he’ll say `No, and here’s why – because this is part of the story’ or `Yes, that’s a great idea – since it’s part of the story.’ He is really so in touch with his material and so in touch with us at the same time. And so, with Rob there’s always a very warm atmosphere on the set. Everything’s very relaxed and cool. And in my experience, that’s when you make the best movies. Because people are really free to let their creativity flow.

“I like working hand in hand with a director,” says Madsen, “because I know I can’t be left up to my own devices as an actress. So it was great that Rob would take me very much by the hand – and there was a lot of work on this move – so I really needed a director to be strong and guide me. And he sort of made us all feel like a family.

“Rob likes to hug like me,” continues Madsen, “and he really made the set a family affair which was great. “He had his own family there; other people had their families there. The kids were all running around. Kids from the neighborhood were coming around and hanging out with the girls. And Rob allowed us to feel protected in this family. And nothing was ever uptight or difficult so he was the best of fathers in that way. Basically, I think Rob has this fatherly quality and I think a director has to have a feeling like that. He’s not just your boss. When it comes down to brass tacks and things aren’t going well – don’t cross him. He’s an alpha male. But all during the day I felt like Dad was around so everything would be okay.”

Like Morgan Freeman, Madsen really was grateful that Reiner is a director who has a very clear idea of what he wants and manages to get it all in two or three takes. “One of the things I like about working with Rob,” says recalls Madsen, “is that not only do you have to be on your toes, but you have to have your lines down, you have to have your work done before you get to work. You really have to do your homework.  Because when you do a film with Rob, when you get to set you have to be ready to do the scene right away. From the very beginning of the morning we were on. There just wasn’t any down time on this movie. We were all constantly working and hard. Nobody was running off to their trailer and being on their own. We stayed on the set all day long. And we’d do two, three takes – if you wanted to do another one you could. But I could always rely on Rob that if he said, `We’re got it’ – I knew we’d got it. Rob has a wonderful eye in that way. He knows exactly what he wants and when he’s got it, we move on.

Once Morgan Freeman and Virginia Madsen were on board, the filmmakers considered it extremely important to cast just the right young actresses for the key roles of the three O’Neil daughters. But director Rob Reiner is no stranger to working with child actors and is adept at casting and working with them as proven with his classic “Stand by Me” and the more recent “Flipped.” “I like working with kids,” admits Reiner. “Everybody says kids and dogs are more difficult to work with and I had both in this film. But I like working with kids because if you get the right ones they have natural qualities. They don’t have any preconceived ideas of what to do. They’re guileless. And as long as they have a little bit of facility, they’re going to be trusting and they’re not going to question you.”

Reiner had already worked with Madeline Carroll on Flipped and thought she’d be great for the role of the teenage daughter Willow. “Since I’d worked with Maddie before on Flipped I knew what she could do,” explains Reiner. And she was terrific in the role.

“But also you want to get children who not only can do it, but are people you like, people you want to spend time with,” continues Reiner. “I didn’t know in advance with Emma Fuhrmann, who plays Finnegan or Nicolette Pierini, who plays the youngest girl, Flora, what it was going to be like because I’d never worked with them. But Maddie I knew was going to be perfect. She’s a wonderful actress and I love both her and her parents so I knew it was going to be a great experience working with her again.

“And it turned out to be the same with Emma and Nicolette,” enthuses Reiner. “The two of them couldn’t be more adorable; you fall in love with both of them. They were both absolutely terrific in their parts and their parents were really nice people. So it made for a really great experience. To me, it was like a movie vacation. Our location was entirely by this lake as were the houses we rented to stay in. And everyone was so nice. 

“Our casting director, Susan Shopmaker really did an outstanding job,” adds Reiner. “She brought in all these great young girls, these great young actresses.  And there were a lot of good ones that I saw. But Emma and Flora were definitely the two best for their respective parts. But I was surprised how much good, young talent is out there now. I think it has to do with the Disney Channel and Nickelodeon – there are a lot of these shows where they cast kids. So there are more and more kids wanting to act in them.
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ROB REINER (Director/Screenwriter) has directed some of the most popular and influential motion pictures of the past two decades, deftly moving among many styles and genres. He has created films that win both audience enthusiasm and critical acclaim.

The versatile filmmaker has been immersed in the entertainment business for much of his life, succeeding first as an actor, then as a director and producer. Prior to his directorial debut, Reiner acted in many television and feature productions. It was, however, his Emmy Award-winning work as the son-in-law of Archie Bunker in the hit series “All in the Family” that made him a household name.
Reiner’s credits as a director of feature films include, among others, the now-legendary This is Spinal Tap, a parody documentary about a mythical heavy metal group; Stand By Me, about four boys coming of age in the fifties, for which he received Best Director nominations from the Directors Guild of America and the Hollywood Foreign Press Association; the much loved fantasy The Princess Bride, adapted for the screen by Academy Award winner William Goldman from his original novel.

Reiner was a co-founder of Castle Rock Entertainment and under that banner produced and directed When Harry Met Sally… (Directors Guild nomination), Misery, A Few Good Men (Directors Guild nomination and Academy Award nomination for Best Picture), The American President and Ghosts of Mississippi. His recent films include The Story of Us, Alex & Emma, Rumor Has It…, The Bucket List and Flipped.
Reiner is also involved in various social causes. He and his wife Michele Singer Reiner were instrumental in establishing the California Children & Families Commission, which he chaired for seven years.  Recently, he and his wife Michele joined with the American Foundation for Equal Rights to bring the landmark federal court challenge to California’s Prop.8, the ban on marriage for gay and lesbian couples.
Reiner is also a committed environmentalist who has championed open space preservation in the Los Angeles region; in 2003, he successfully led the effort to save Ahmanson Ranch. He supports the National Defense Council (NRDC), a national non-profit organization that works to preserve and protect the public health, ensure the conservation and wise management of land and natural resources, and reverse the effects of global warming.

ALAN GREISMAN (Producer) has been partnered with Rob Reiner for the past 10 years, most recently teaming with him on Flipped and The Bucket List. Prior to that, the two teamed on the romantic comedy Alex & Emma and the television feature Everyday Life.
A native New Yorker, Greisman earned a degree in art history at Northwestern University and continued studies in that field at Columbia University graduate school before entering the film industry.  He made documentaries and commercials before producing his first feature film in 1980, Heart Beat, the story of beat generation legends Neal and Carolyn Cassady, starring Nick Nolte, Sissy Spacek and John Heard.

Greisman subsequently produced a pair of comedies starring Chevy Chase, Modern Problems and Fletch, as well as the film version of Marsha Norman’s Pulitzer Prize-winning play “night, Mother.” He was executive producer on Harold Ramis’ Club Paradise, starring Robin Williams and Peter O’Toole. 

Greisman worked for movie impresario Ray Stark for several years before going to run Savoy Pictures from 1992 to 1994. But he missed the world of production and returned to that arena with the 1999 television movie “Earthly Possessions,” on which he served as executive producer, followed by the theatrical feature Texas Rangers.
Greisman’s additional producing credits include Windy City, Surrender, Satisfaction, Fletch Lives, Soap Dish and Mr. Jones. He also served as executive producer on Three O’Clock High and Cross My Heat.
LORI McCREARY (Producer) began her film career in 1992 when she teamed with Morgan Freeman as co-producer on the critically acclaimed Bopha! In 1996, the two founded Revelations Entertainment with a mission to produce films that enlighten, express heart, and glorify the human experience.

As Revelations’ CEO, McCreary produced The Maiden Heist, starring William H. Macy, Christopher Walken and Marcia Gay Harden, and Mimi Leder’s The Code, starring Antonio Banderas, Radha Mitchell and Freeman.

McCreary recently produced Invictus, directed by Clint Eastwood, with Freeman starring in the long-awaited portrayal of Nelson Mandela, and co-starring Matt Damon.

In addition, she serves as the producer of the Science Channel’s “Through the Wormhole with Morgan Freeman.” Utilizing the latest work at NASA, the series explores how new astrobiology, string theory, quantum mechanics and astrophysics are pushing the boundaries of our understanding of the universe.

McCreary is Founder of the Producers Guild of America Motion Picture Technology Committee and sits on the Producers Council of the Producers Guild of America and on the Technology Committee of the American Society of Cinematographers. She is also a member of The Society of Motion Picture and Television Engineers (SMPTE) and The Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers, Inc. (IEEE). In addition, she was profiled by The Hollywood Reporter in its 100 Most Powerful Women in Hollywood issue.

McCreary is a unique combination of film producer and computer scientist maintaining an ongoing dialogue about emerging media with filmmakers, talent and executives. She remains a trusted advisor to leading technology manufacturers as Hollywood transitions into the digital arena.

McCreary’s past productions include Along Came a Spider, 10 Items or Less and Under Suspicion. Her upcoming projects include The Jazz Ambassadors and Arthur C. Clarke’s Rendezvous with Rama.
MARTIN SHAFER (Producer) is the Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Castle Rock Entertainment. Castle Rock recently produced Friends with Benefits, Damsels in Distress, Bernie, Faster, Flipped, Did You Hear About the Morgans? No Reservations, Music and Lyrics, Michael Clayton, Fracture, Sleuth, In the Land of Women and For Your Consideration. 
Other films previously produced by Castle Rock include Miss Congeniality and its sequel Miss Congeniality 2, The Polar Express, and such critically acclaimed films as When Harry Met Sally, A Few Good Men (nominated for four Academy Awards), Absolute Power, City Slickers, In the Line of Fire, Honeymoon in Vegas, Misery (Best Actress Academy Award for Kathy Bates), The American President, The Green Mile (nominated for four Academy Awards) and The Shawshank Redemption (nominated for seven Academy Awards). The company also produced the enormously popular hit television series “Seinfeld.” In 1995, Castle Rock Entertainment received the Excellence in Filmmaking Award at ShoWest.

Prior to forming Castle Rock, Martin Shafer was President of Production for Embassy Pictures and served as Executive Vice President of Production at Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation. In October 2000, Shafer received the Lifetime Achievement Award at Show East.

LIZ GLOTZER (Producer) joined Castle Rock Entertainment at its inception, and was then promoted to President of Motion Pictures. During her tenure, Castle rock has produced over 90 films, including: When Harry Met Sally, Misery (with Kathy Bates winning the Academy Award for Best Actress), Honeymoon in Vegas, In the Line of Fire, The Green Mile, A Few Good Men (nominated of four Academy Awards), The Shawshank Redemption (nominated for seven Academy Awards), City Slickers, Best in Show, Miss Congeniality, The Polar Express and Michael Clayton.
Other Castle Rock movies include: No Reservations, In the Land of Women and The American President.
In addition to supervising all aspects of production and development for the company, Glotzer has most recently produced Friends With Benefits (starring Justin Timberlake and Mila Kunis) and Bernie (starring Jack Black and Shirley MacLaine), as well as Fracture, Music and Lyrics and Faster.
Prior to joining Castle Rock, she was an executive at the Samuel Goldwyn Company and was involved in a number of projects, including the sleeper hit, Mystic Pizza.
Glotzer received her B.A. from Bennington College and her M.F.A. from USC’s Peter Stark Program.
ANDREW SCHEINMAN (Producer/Screenwriter) graduated from the University of Virginia, where he was captain of the tennis team, in 1970. He graduated from the University of Virginia Law School in 1973. In 1979, along with Martin Shafer, he produced his first film, The Mountain Men. Other producer credits followed, including The Awakening, Mother Lode, Modern Romance, and the Rob Reiner-directed features The Sure Thing, Stand By Me, which received an Oscar nomination for Best Screenplay, and the beloved classic The Princess Bride, written by two-time Oscar winner William Goldman.

In 1987, Scheinman, along with partners Alan Horn, Glenn Padnick, Rob Reiner and Martin Shafer, founded Castle Rock Entertainment. Under the Castle Rock banner, Scheinman and director Reiner produced When Harry Met Sally…, Misery and A Few Good Men. When Harry Met Sally… earned over $93 million at the domestic box office and garnered an Oscar nomination for Best Original Screenplay; Misery earned a Best Actress Academy Award for Kathy Bates; and A Few Good Men was Oscar-nominated for Best Motion Picture of 1992.

Scheinman was actively involved in Castle Rock’s television arm, having co-written and co-produced several of the company’s television pilots. For the first four seasons of its run, he was an executive producer of the hit comedy series “Seinfeld,” winner of many Emmy Awards, including Best Comedy Series.

Scheinman directed the feature Little Big League, which was released in the summer of 1994. That same year he also executive-produced and co-wrote North, directed by Rob Reiner, and produced Reiner’s Ghosts of Mississippi in 1996. In recent years, Scheinman has worked creatively on numerous in-house projects at Castle Rock, such as Miss Congeniality and Two Weeks’ Notice, co-writing the Castle Rock feature Bait. Most recently, he participated as a writer on Flipped as well as THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE.

JARED GOLDMAN (Executive Producer/UPM) most recently served as an executive producer on Generation Um… and the documentary feature Black and White Stripes: The Juventus Story.
His previous feature film credits include the documentary Puppet (producer), Father of Invention (executive producer), Solitary Man (co-producer), Tenure (co-producer), The Wackness (line producer/upm) and the documentary Send a Bullet (producer). Goldman also has served as a unit production manager on Noise, The Visitor, Descent and The Insurgents.
GUY THOMAS (Screenwriter) has worked in both film and television. His previous produced feature film was the cult comedy, Wholly Moses, which starred Dudley Moore. For television he wrote the made for television movie “Chasing Destiny” and an episode of the TV series, “Carter Country.

REED MORANO (Director of Photography) was the recipient of the 2011 Kodak Vision Award for Cinematography at this year’s Women in film Crystal & Lucy Awards. In addition, Morano was named one of Variety’s “10 Cinematographers to Watch” in 2011, as well as Ioncinema.com’s “American New Wave 25” in 2010.

Morano has been shooting narrative features for the past 14 years. Frozen River, one of her recent films, was nominated for two Academy Awards and seven Independent Spirit Awards, including Best Picture. It won the prestigious Grand Jury Prize at the 2008 Sundance Film Festival and Best Feature at the 2008 Gotham Awards. Frozen River was distributed theatrically by Sony Pictures Classics. Morano’s work on the film was the subject of an article in American Cinematographer Magazine.
Morano’s most recent feature films include the Sundance Directors Lab film Little Birds, which premiered in competition at the 2011 Sundance Film Festival. It was written and directed by Elgin James, and starred Juno Temple, Kate Bosworth, Leslie Mann and Kyle Gallner; For Ellen, written and directed by So Yong Kim (Treeless Mountain), and starred Paul Dano, Jon Heder and Jena Malone; and Yelling to the Sky, also from the Sundance Directors Lab and the IFP’s Independent Filmmaker Lab, which had its world premiere in competition at the 2011 Berlin Film Festival and its US premiere at SXSW 2011. It was written and directed by Victoria Mahoney. Morano’s latest feature, Free Samples, starred Academy Award nominee Jesse Eisenberg, as well as Jason Ritter, Jess Weixler and Tippi Hedren.

A graduate of NYU Tisch School of the Arts, where she was honored with awards in cinematography, Morano was later chosen by the faculty to be an adjunct professor in the film department where she taught for two years.

TOM LISOWSKI (Production Designer) has consistently demonstrated his passion for the stylized and atmospheric in his work over the years. His most recent films include the forthcoming releases Arena, which starred Samuel L. Jackson and Kelian Lutz, The Courier, which starred Mickey Rourke, and Meeting Evil, which starred Samuel L. Jackson and Luke Wilson. He also recently worked on The Gauntlet, an action-horror film which was shot in China.

The New York native, who attended art school in Chicago and Berlin, began his design career as a video game designer and then moved into film production design, beginning with very low-budget indie films six years ago.  Lisowski has also worked on numerous television commercials. 

Lisowski also has a blog, artstars, on which he interviews seasoned designers, many of whom have inspired him.

SHAWN-HOLLY COOKSON (Costume Designer) has always believed in storytelling through appearance is the most compelling aspect of costume design. She began her career as an apprentice to her mother, a noted costume designer on the critically acclaimed “The Larry Sanders Show,” an early HBO comedy series.  And from there Cookson began her twenty year career in both film and television, working as costume designer on such films as The Grudge, Sonny, and Harold and Kumar: Escape From Guantanamo Bay.
Most recently, Cookson has been charged with creating the visual style of future worlds with the 2010 adaptation of the hit video game “Tekken” and the virtual combat film Arena, a forthcoming release starring Samuel L. Jackson.

On television, Cookson was the costume designer on the TV series “Bones” for Fox and “The Nanny” for CBS, for which she earned four Emmy nominations.

DORIAN HARRIS, A.C.E. (Editor) has worked in both film and television for over two decades and during that time has earned a reputation as one of Hollywood’s most experienced editors. Most recently he edited the critically acclaimed “Boss,” Starz’ hit television series.

Harris’ feature film credits include The Mod Squad and Johns, both directed by Scott Silver; The Last Time I Committed Suicide, directed by Stephen Kay; Little Odessa, directed by James Gray; Fresh, directed by Boaz Yakin’ and Watch It, directed by Tom Flynn.

For television, Harris has worked on “Person of Interest” (Pilot), the TV series “Enlightened,” “The Chicago Code” (Pilot), seasons two through six of the hit series “House,” season one through four of the long running series “Law & Order: Criminal Intent,”  “Wilder Days” (Pilot), the series “Gun,” directed by Robert Altman and the critically acclaimed HBO series “Tanner ’88,” also directed by Robert Altman.

Harris’ made for television movies include “Wasted,” “Ruby’s Bucket of Blood,” “Finding Buck McHenry,” “The Wedding,” “Nightjohn,” and “Lifestories: Families in Crisis: The Joey De Paolo Story.” Harris also was the editor on Robert Altman’s acclaimed television adaptation of the Broadway play “The Caine Mutiny Court-Martial.

ABOUT THE CAST 

MORGAN FREEMAN (Monte Wildhorn), an Academy Award-winning actor, is one of the most recognizable figures in American cinema. His works are among the most critically and commercially successful films of all time and Freeman himself ranks 10th among worldwide top-grossing actors of all time. His films have earned over $3 billion in cumulative ticket sales.  Whether a role requires an air of gravitas; a playful smile, twinkle of the eye or a world-weary, yet insightful soul, Freeman's ability to delve to the core of a character and infuse it with a quiet dignity has resulted in some of the most memorable portrayals ever recorded on film.

Freeman won the Academy Award in 2005 for Best Supporting Actor for his role in Million Dollar Baby. In 1990 he won the Golden Globe for Best Actor for his performance in Driving Miss Daisy. Freeman also received an Academy Award nomination in 1987 for Best Supporting Actor for Street Smart and in 1994 for Best Actor for The Shawshank Redemption.
Freeman was honored with the Cecil B. DeMille Award at the 2011 Golden Globe Award. That same year, Freeman received the 39th AFI Lifetime Achievement Award. 

In 2000 Freeman was honored with the Hollywood Actor Award from the Hollywood Film Festival. Eight years later he received the coveted Kennedy Center Honor for his distinguished acting.

In 2010 Freeman won the National Board of Review award for Best Actor for his performance as Nelson Mandela in the acclaimed film Invictus. He also received an Academy Award nomination, a Golden Globe nomination and a Broadcast Critics Association nomination. The picture was produced by Revelations Entertainment, the company he co-founded in 1996 with a mission to produce films that enlighten, express heart, and glorify the human experience. Other Revelations features include Levity, Under Suspicion, Mutiny, Bopha!, Along Came a Spider, Feast of Love, 10 Items or Less and Maiden Heist.
His upcoming projects include The Dark Knight Rises, the third installment in Nolan's Batman film series, Rob Reiner’s Castle Rock drama The Magic of Belle Isle, a Revelations Entertainment production and Summit Entertainment’s heist film Now You See Me.
Freeman’s credits include Dolphin’s Tale, Born to be Wild 3D, The Dark Knight, The Bucket List, Glory, Clean and Sober, Lean on Me, Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves, Unforgiven, Se7en, Kiss the Girls, Amistad, Deep Impact, Nurse Betty, The Sum of All Fears, Bruce Almighty, Nurse Betty, Coriolanus, Attica, Brubaker, Eyewitness, Death of a Prophet and Along Came a Spider. He also narrated two Academy Award documentaries The Long Way Home and The March of The Penguins. 

After beginning his acting career on the off-Broadway stage productions of “The Niggerlovers” and the all- African-American production of “Hello Dolly,” Freeman segued into television.  Many people grew up watching him on the long-running Children's Television Workshop classic “The Electric Company”, where he played several recurring characters.  Looking for his next challenge, he set his sights on both The Great White Way and silver screen simultaneously and quickly began to fill his resume with memorable performances.

In 1978 Freeman won a Drama Desk Award his role as Zeke in “The Mighty Gents.” He also received a Tony Nomination for Best Performance by a Featured Actor. 
His stage work continued to earn him accolades and awards, including Obie Awards in 1980, 1984 and 1987 and a second Drama Desk Nomination in 1987 for the role of Hoke Colburn which he created for the Alfred Uhry play “Driving Miss Daisy” and reprised in the 1989 movie of the same name.

In his spare time, Freeman loves the freedom of both sea and sky; he is a long-time sailor and has earned a private pilot’s license. He also has a love for the blues and seeks to keep it in the forefront through his Ground Zero club in Clarksville, Mississippi, the birthplace of the blues. In 1973 he co-founded the Frank Silvera Writers' Workshop, now in its 37th season. The workshop seeks to serve successful playwrights of the new millennium. He is a member of the Board of Directors of Earth Biofuels, a company whose mission is to promote the use of clean-burning fuels. He also supports Artists for a New South Africa and the Campaign for Female Education.

VIRGINIA MADSEN (Charlotte O’Neil), A cool, classic beauty, with a vibrant blonde mane and an exuberant flair for the dramatic, Virginia Madsen is one of Hollywood’s most versatile and unique actresses to date.  Not only did she receive amazing reviews for her Academy Award and Golden Globe nominated performance in Alexander Payne’s hit film, Sideways, but this Independent Spirit Award-winning actress has an illustrious resume of roles alongside the most notable and respected actors in the business.  Virginia can next be seen in the Rob Reiner directed film for Magnolia Pictures, The Magic of Belle Isle, opposite Morgan Freeman coming to theatres this July.  Virginia also recently wrapped the independent features The Hot Flashes alongside Brooke Shields, Daryl Hannah, and Wanda Sykes, Long Time Gone directed by Sarah Siegel-Magness, and TNT’s “Hornet’s Nest.”  Virginia stars opposite Kevin Spacey in the indie comedy Father of Invention directed by Trent Cooper, released in 2010 and she stared in Red Riding Hood, released in 2011. Virginia was recently seen starring on ABC’s comedic drama series “Scoundrels” based on the New Zealand series “Outrageous Fortune” alongside David James Elliott. She was previously on USA’s final season of “Monk” alongside Tony Shalhoub and starred in the Lions Gate thriller The Haunting in Connecticut in March 2009.  

Also on Virginia’s slate is her production company with partner Karly Meola called TITLE IX PRODUCTIONS.  Their first project is the documentary I Know a Woman Like That which previewed at the Phoenix Film Festival in April 2009 and premiered at the Chicago Film Festival in October 2009.  The doc was directed by Virginia’s mother, Elaine Madsen, about the lives of extraordinary women ages 64-94.  Next in the company’s lineup is the documentary Fighting Gravity about women ski jumpers’ ongoing battle for the right to compete in the 2010 Winter Olympics.  TITLE IX will team up with Empire 8 Productions and Vancouver-based Screen Siren on the project.  The duo also has several projects in development that they’re shopping around for financing including screenwriters Sebastian Gutierrez’s screen adaptation of Martha O’Connor’s novel The Bitch Posse and a remake of the 1984 film Electric Dreams in which Virginia appeared. 

Her other films include starring roles opposite Harrison Ford in the action thriller Firewall, Meryl Streep and Kevin Kline in the comedic drama A Prairie Home Companion, and Forest Whitaker in the existential drama The Ripple Effect.  She also starred opposite Jim Carrey in New Line’s 2007 psychological thriller The Number 23, directed by Joel Schumacher, as well as opposite Billy Bob Thornton in the 2006 comedy The Astronaut Farmer.  In 2008, she starred in the Sundance hit Diminished Capacity alongside Matthew Broderick and Alan Alda for IFC.

Virginia also appeared in Francis Ford Coppola’s The Rainmaker with Matt Damon in 1997, the cult classic Candyman with Kasi Lemmons, Hot Spot directed by Dennis Hopper, HBO’s first feature Long Gone and David Lynch’s Dune.  Virginia’s versatility was seen in the independent film, Almost Salinas, opposite John Mahoney and in American Gun, opposite Academy Award winner James Coburn.  

It was destiny for Virginia to become a star as her determination and talent quickly paid off.  When a Polaroid landed on the desk of the famed director David Lynch, he instantly cast her in his film Dune.  Immediately following, Virginia landed a role in the first “computer” film, Electric Dreams in 1984.

When Virginia became pregnant with her son, Jack, she put her successful career on hold.  It wasn’t until Jack was in pre-school that the actress had notions of reentering into her Hollywood career. Upon hearing of Virginia’s desire to act again, Francis Ford Coppola asked her to audition for his latest project, the film version of John Grisham’s legal thriller, The Rainmaker, a role that reestablished Virginia’s dynamic career.  From there, her career began to soar again. And with the critical acclaim she received for her portrayal of “Maya” in Sideways and her roles in Firewall, A Prairie Home Companion, The Astronaut Farmer, The Ripple Effect and The Number 23, it is clear that her hiatus to raise a family did nothing to hinder this go-getter from resilient success.

Virginia comes from a very talented family.  In addition to her Emmy award winning mother, Elaine Madsen, her brother is the gifted actor, Michael Madsen.  Virginia lives in Los Angeles with her teenage son. 

MADELINE CARROLL (Willow O’Neil) most recently had starring roles in Mr. Popper’s Penguins, in which she played Jim Carrey’s daughter and the forthcoming Machine Gun Preacher, which stars Gerard Butler. Previously, she had a starring role in The Spy Next Door, opposite Jackie Chan, and the lead role in Flipped, directed by Rob Reiner.

Born and raised in Los Angeles, California, Carroll, who is now 15 years old, began modeling when she was three and soon after started her acting career. She has had principal roles in over 60 national commercials and has had roles on episodes of television series such as “Cold Case,” “Lost,” “Grey’s Anatomy,” “Private Practice,” “Navy: NCIS” and “Lie to Me.”

In 2008, Carroll had her big break when she starred opposite Kevin Costner in the feature film Swing Vote. Her other feature film credits include Resident Evil: Extinction, When a Stranger Calls and The Santa Clause 3.
EMMA FUHRMANN (Finnegan O’Neil) makes her feature film debut as the middle O’Neil daughter, one of the key starring roles in THE MAGIC OF BELLE ISLE. The 10 year old actress was chosen by director Rob Reiner after only a seven minute meeting because he was so certain that she was perfect for the pivotal character of Finnegan. Most recently she had a guest-starring role in an episode of the TV series “Prime Suspect.”
Born and raised in Dallas, Texas, where she still lives, Fuhrmann began her show business career at the age of 18 months when she started modeling. Once she could read she started taking acting classes and on her first audition for a TV commercial she got the job. Since then she has done numerous TV commercials. A role in the NBC pilot “Chase” was the beginning of her work on television shows.

NICOLETTE PIERINI (Flora O’Neil) plays the role of the youngest O’Neil daughter. At the age of seven, Pierini has already had various roles in film, on television, on commercials and on the stage. Born in New York and the youngest of four children, she was exposed to the entertainment business at an early age when two of her siblings, Marisa Pierini (15) and Anthony Pierini (8) began acting careers. She would go on set and interact with the actors as well as practicing lines with her brother and sister. She loved it and began acting herself at the age of six, beginning with work in student films.

KENAN THOMPSON (Henry) is best known for his work on the long-running, critically acclaimed television series “Saturday Night Live,” where he’s been a cast member since 2003 and the first cast member to be born after the series originally premiered. He has also recently appeared in various episodes of two other TV series: “Make My Day” and “Sit Down, Shut Up.”  His most recent feature film was the box office hit, The Smurfs, in which he performed as the voice of `Greedy.’

Thompson’s previous film credits include Snakes on a Plane, Stan Helsing, Fat Albert, Barbershop 2: Back in Business, Love Don’t Cost a Thing, My Boss’s Daughter, The Master of Disguise, Good Burger, D2: The Mighty Ducks and D3: The Mighty Ducks. 

His television credits include the made for television movies “Larry the Cable Guy’s Hula-Palooza Christmas Luau,” “Johnny B. Homeless,”  “Are We There Yet?” and “Two Heads Are Better Than None.”  Thompson has also had starring or recurring roles on episodes of numerous TV series, among them “The Mighty B!”  “Felicity,” “Kenan & Del,” “All That,” “Cousin Skeeter” and “The Steve Harvey Show.”
FRED WILLARD (Al Kaiser), a four-time Emmy nominee, radiates a unique charm that has established him as one of our generations’s most gifted comic actors. A master of sketch comedy, Willard is most heralded for his quick wit and improvisational expertise, which he has demonstrated in hundreds of appearances on stage, in film and on a wide range of television shows.
An alumnus of the famed Second City comedy troupe, Fred was also a founding member of the Ace Trucking Company sketch/improve group, where he honed his comedic skills. Of course, movie audiences know him best for his work in over seventy films. From Silver Streak with Gene Wilder and Richard Pryor, to his most recent film, Youth in Revolt, starring Michael Cera, Ray Liotta, Steve Buscemi, and Jean Smart, he has worked with Hollywood’s best. He danced with Jane Fonda in Fun with Dick and Jane and played a presidential advisor in First Family, starring Bob Newhart, Gilda Radner, and Madeline Kahn. He appeared with James Mason in Salem’s Lot, with Jennifer Lopez in The Wedding Planner, with Steve Martin and Daryl Hannah in Roxanne. Willard’s improvisational performances in Waiting for Guffman and Best in Show earned him an American Comedy Award nod for Funniest Supporting Actor, and won him the Boston Film Critics Award, the American Comedy Award, the Sierra Award, and a tribute from the American Film Institute (AFI).

Willard’s film credits also include This is Spinal Tap, Anchorman: The Legend of Ron Burgundy,  A Mighty Wind, For Your Consideration, the Academy-Award nominated Monster House, and the Academy Award-winning short film “Ray’s Male Heterosexual Dance Hall.” Willard also starred as the only human character in the Oscar-winning film WALL-E, which The New York Times named the best film of the decade. He was honored by the AFI for contributing to America’s cultural legacy.

Willard’s stage work includes roles in off-Broadway productions of Jules Feiffer’s “Little Murders,” Dan Greenburg’s “Arf and the Great Airplane Snatch,” and Mary Willard’s “Elvis and Juliet.” He has also performed in “Mame” at the Hollywood Bowl, and in the Los Angeles Reprise Theatre productions of “Promises, Promises,” “Anything Goes,” and “L’il Abner.”  Willard won an Inland Empire Music Award for Outstanding Actor in a Musical for his role in Mary Willard and Mary Stuart’s “Moon Shine!” His one-man show (with a cast of ten) – “Fred Willard, Alone at Last!” – earned the comic actor two Los Angeles Artistic Director Awards.

A favorite on TV talk shows, game shows, and series, Willard has appeared in over one thousand television episodes, from the variety “Tom Jones Show” to his recent appearances on “Modern Family.” He and Martin Mull co-starred in Norman Lear’s innovative TV cult classic “Fernwood 2 Night.” He was also a series regular on “Sirota’s Court,” “D.C. Follies” (again the only human), “Maybe it’s Me,” “A Minute with Stan Hooper,” and “Back to You.” Willard garnered three Emmy nominations for his performance as Amy’s dad on “Everybody Loves Raymond.” His work on “What’s Hot, What’s Not” earned him a daytime Emmy nomination for Outstanding Talk Show Host. He has also made over one hundred appearances on “The Tonight Show with Jay Leno.”

Willard is married to Mary Willard, a playwright.

KEVIN POLLAK (Joe Viola) has captured the attention of audiences worldwide with his incredible range of both dramatic and comedic roles. Over the past two decades, he has appeared in over fifty films and television projects and has established himself as one of the first stand-up comedians to go on to have a successful dramatic film career. In addition to his acting talents, he has also proven himself as both a writer and producer. Pollak also continues to entertain audiences with his national stand-up engagements and hosting appearances.

In 2004, Pollak starred with Bruce Willis in the Miramax thriller, Hostage, based on the Robert Crais novel, and the first English language film directed by notable French director Florent Siri. Pollak also received critical praise for his role in the independent film Seven Times Lucky, which was successfully screened at the Sundance film Festival as well as the Los Angeles-based Method Film Festival where it was honored with two awards: the Best Feature Film Award and the Best Screenplay Award. Directed by Gary B. Yates, the film starred Pollak as a man whose life starts unraveling when he borrows $10,000 from his underworld boss, loses it all in a horse race and comes up with an elaborate scheme to earn the money back. Pollak reteamed with director Yates for Niagara Motel, which he recently filmed along with Anna Friel and Craig Ferguson.

In 2004, Pollak starred in the Warner Bros. comedy The Whole Ten Yards, in which he played Yani Gogolak as well as his father Laslo Gogolak, the second role requiring three hours of hair, make-up and prosthetics to transform Pollak into a 75 year-old man.

Pollak first started performing stand-up comedy at the age of ten. He became a touring professional stand-up at 20 and then, in 1988, landed a role in George Lucas’ fantasy film Willow, directed by Ron Howard. In 1990, he appeared in Barry Levinson’s Avalon, for which he received critical acclaim. But it was Pollak’s role in the 1992 film A Few Good Men, directed by Rob Reiner, and starring Tom Cruise, Jack Nicholson and Demi Moore, that proved his ability to share the big screen with dramatic heavyweights. He then went on to co-star in the box office hits Grumpy Old Men and its sequel Grumpier Old Men, which starred Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau. In 1995, Pollak appeared in the Award-winning The Usual Suspects and Martin Scorsese’s Casino.
In 1999, Pollak appeared opposite Arnold Schwarznegger and Gabriel Byrne in End of Days, directed by Peter Hyams. He followed that with a starring role in Paramount Classics’ political thriller, Deterrence, written and directed by Rod Lurie, for which Pollak received critical praise.

In 2002, Pollak starred with Jennifer Lopez and Matthew McConaughey in The Wedding Planner. He also starred opposite Kurt Russell and Kevin Costner in 3000 Miles to Graceland. The same year he reteamed with Eddie Murphy in Dr. Doolittle 2 and Stolen Summer, written and directed by Pete Jones.

Pollak’s other film credits include Blizzard, The Santa Clause 2, Steal This Movie, She’s All That, That Thing You Do, Abbie, Indian Summer, House Arrest, Miami Rhapsody, Chameleon and The Prince of Mulberry Street.

Pollak has also starred in several television projects, including “The Underworld,” a made for television movie for Warner Bros. and NBC, which he co-created and co-executive produced with Christopher McQuarrie and Pollak’s wife, Lucy Webb. Pollak also starred in the CBS sitcom “Work With Me,” which he co-executive produced, “From the Earth to the Moon” and “The Drew Carey Show.

Recently, Pollak hosted Bravo’s “Celebrity Poker Showdown.” He has also starred in two of his own HBO stand-up comedy specials, the latest being “Kevin Pollak, Stop With The Kicking,” directed by David Steinberg.

ASH CHRISTIAN (Carl Loop) has worked extensively in both film and television. His most recent feature film credit is the forthcoming release, King Kelly. On television, he most recently appeared in episodes of the TV series “Person of Interest” and “The Good Wife.”

Christian’s previous films include Fat Girls, Domino, and Man of the House. On television he has appeared on episodes of the series “Law & Order,” “Standoff,” “Ugly Betty,” “Over There,” “Cold Case,” “The Division,” “Six Feet Under” and “Boston Public.”

Born and raised in Paris, Texas, Christian began his show business career in the theater, starring in stage productions throughout his childhood. When his passion for storytelling on stage transformed into a passion for film, Christian, at the age of 17, left Texas for Hollywood.

In addition to acting, Christian has also established himself as a writer and director. At 19, he wrote his first feature film, Fat Girls, which a year later he directed, produced and starred in. It was an official selection of the 2008 Tribeca Film Festival where Fat Girls had its world premiere to critical acclaim.

In 2009, Christian raised equity for the hit Broadway musical “Next to Normal,” which garnered 11 Tony nominations and three Tony Awards, including Best Score. “Next to Normal” won the 2010 Pulitzer Prize for Drama.

Christian’s second feature film as a writer/director was Mangua! and he is currently at various stages of production on his third, Petunia and fourth Franny.
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