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Ask a multi-hyphenate artist like Joseph Gordon-Levitt – actor-director-producer-writermusician – for the most important element of success, and the answer may be a surprise.
The two-time Emmy winner says the key to excellence is mainly creative collaboration.
“I’ve been in so many creative environments ever since I was a little kid,” shares the San
Fernando Valley native, who began as a child actor on such iconic shows as Roseanne,
Dark Shadows and Family Ties, “and I’ve seen over and again how good ideas come from
unexpected places. I remember oftentimes feeling like I had good ideas, but no one was
listening because I was the kid or because I was the actor, and there’s no time to listen
to the actor, necessarily, about what you’re going to do with the camera. I don’t blame
people for not listening, but now that I get to be a director, I try to have a set where people
feel encouraged to contribute their opinions. And I do find that when you keep your ears
open, you get a lot of great ideas.”

Welcoming ideas from unexpected places is
the hallmark of Gordon-Levitt’s career. His
collaborative television shows – HitRECord on TV
and Create Together – won Primetime Emmys for
Outstanding Creative Achievement (2014) and
Outstanding Innovation in Creative Media (2020),
with Create Together also receiving a 2021 Emmynominee for Outstanding Interactive Program.
Gordon-Levitt’s latest, the Apple TV+ episodic
series Mr. Corman, is further evidence of his
desire to create innovative television. He gathered
a cast and crew of professionals he’s known and
worked with for years and made the most of
the camaraderie to produce a series fueled by
curiosity, wonder, and gratitude, much like GordonLevitt himself. Longtime ICG Contributor Margot
Carmichael Lester talked to Gordon-Levitt from
New Zealand, where production relocated during
COVID-19, to learn more about the show and the
power of creative collaboration.
ICG: What was the inspiration for Mr. Corman,
and what aspects of your own experiences are
present in the show? There are so many things
in my life I’m grateful for; I’m very lucky in so many
ways. And I use the word lucky with care and intent,
as this industry, especially, has so much to do with
luck. I started imagining certain things, like if I
hadn’t happened to meet the perfect partner, or if
one of my parents weren’t as healthy or reliable,
or simply if my foray into show business hadn’t
panned out. That sort of formed the [central]
character of Josh Corman. In many respects, I’m
playing myself. Josh walks like me and talks like me
and is from where I grew up. But he hasn’t found
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his special partner; he does have one great parent
and he’s a creative musician, but that hasn’t panned
out into a career.
And making the central character a gradeschool teacher? Well, I’ve always thought that
if I hadn’t been able to earn a living in the arts,
teaching is something that’s always inspired me.
I’ve had incredible teachers in my life, and I think
it’s a horrendously undervalued profession. If all the
attention lavished on actors and performers was
instead paid to teachers, we would probably live
in a better, healthier society. I wrote this character
as a professional musician – an artist at heart – for
whom the commerce end didn’t work out, and he’s
become a fifth-grade teacher. Josh is a lot like me
but different.
Why was DP Jaron Presant, ASC, your choice
to shoot the show? Jaron was my first and only
choice. I knew that I wanted to do something
where I got to play around with filmmaking, and
he’s someone I’ve known for almost 20 years. We
first met on Brick, Rian Johnson’s first feature [ICG
Magazine December 2017], and we got to know
each other better on Looper [shot by Steve Yedlin,
ASC]. He worked on a bunch of projects with my
company, HitRECord; our TV show; and all kinds
of short films. Jaron’s excited and inspired to get
creative. He’s eager to bend the rules to figure
out what’s the most interesting way to tell a story
visually. And that was the attitude I wanted.
You write, direct, produce and star in Mr. Corman.
Are you a stronger collaborator because you

take on so many different roles? Collaboration is
a lot about empathy, putting yourself in someone
else’s shoes, which is what acting is all about. One
of the things I’ve practiced my whole life is to try
to put myself in someone else’s shoes. When I’m
writing, for example, a lot of it has to do with being
in the shoes of the actor who will play that role. I’ve
been in the position of being an actor reading the
script and having to figure out how to get words
off the page and out of my mouth. Writing is about
understanding acting and directing is much the
same. Or editing. I taught myself to edit when I
was in my early 20s. I worked with several great
editors on this show – Sharidan Williams-Sotelo
and Jonathan Robinson – but I also am coming at
it from the point of view of having done it myself.
What other traits make for a good collaborator?
To me, it’s about finding the balance between
having a plan and being open to deviating from
that plan. Knowing when to do that comes down
to doing your homework and having a clear mind
about what you want. So, when the day comes,
and someone suggests a new idea, you’re open to
it. The best directors I’ve worked with were open
to new ideas that would arrive on the day. Like
Rian Johnson. He inspires people to bring their
new ideas and listens to everybody. But of course,
you also have to be willing to say no. If you just
open the process and let anybody decide what
we’re going to do, if you’re not direct enough to
say, “I hear your idea and I’m glad that you offered
it, but that’s not the way we’re going to do this,”
then the work will fall apart. People need to move
with certainty to do their best work.
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What is the next frontier for small-screen
content? What I’m focused on as far as what’s next
is trying to get past the shiny object of fame and
attention. Online culture has taken a step in the right
direction in that everybody now can post a photo or
a video or a song or piece of writing or anything they
want, online. The problem is that the way the online
landscape has been set up creates a certain kind of
incentive that has to do with the business models of
the dominant platforms.
Can you give some examples? At the beginning of
the creative process, you’re trained to think, “What
can I do to get the most followers?” as people,
myself included, have gotten that dopamine hit
over and again. I would hope that what is next is
the rise of other platforms that are different, so we
can get past this attention economy and get into
something that’s focused more on community and
collaboration. This is what we work on every day at
HitRECord. Patreon is a good example, or Master
Class. They are different things, and it’s exciting
to see how people are inspired to learn. Let me be
clear – there’s lots of amazing art and creativity that
goes on the dominant platforms. But I want to get
past that academic advertising model.

Do you have an accomplishment as a creator that
most people might not know about? Last year
during the pandemic I started doing something
creative every day. I would go on HitRECord and
find something that somebody was doing and jump
in on that. I’d take that story that person wrote, and
I’d add a new element to it or read it out loud. We
made a video every day about these little creative
exercises. We ended up taking that moment in time
and making a bigger show out of it called Create
Together [You Tube Originals]. It was an opportunity
to speak extemporaneously about things that I’ve
picked up over the years about what it means to be
an artist. I’m very proud of that little series.
Many of us are feeling challenged by life these
days. How do creative self-expression and
collaboration help us get through? My way of
coping is getting to be creative and express myself.
When I’m feeling down, my respite has always been
writing, singing, or going to record a little thing or
whatever – even if it’s not something that I share,
or it’s not meant to be a big ambitious work of art.
Just the act of sitting down and focusing on making
something – I find almost invariably, I feel better.
There’s more conversation nowadays about how

to feel better and find value, put in terms of mental
health or self-care. All of those are different words
for describing the same thing. Everybody finds it
in their way – for some people it’s athletics, some
others it’s cooking or gardening.
So, part of your mission is creative empowerment? I
like to help other people find [creativity] in themselves
because I think that everybody’s capable of it. You
hear a lot about how everybody can be an artist, but
what does that mean? What it means these days is
that everybody can try to be an influencer, try to get a
lot of followers, try to get a lot of likes. I’m concerned
about that framework because I think the notion that
everybody can be an artist is correct. But what it ends
up translating to is: “I can get famous if I get enough
followers on a social media platform.” That kind of
fame and attention is not necessarily good for your
ultimate self-actualization. In my experience, what
helps is not the fame, attention or being on that red
carpet, or even the level of box office. It’s finding what
you love, how you like to express yourself – whether
you like to write or draw, make music or act, or point
a camera and find a beautiful shot. Whatever it is, you
spend your time focused on doing that. That’s what
brings us to that place.

https://youtu.be/Adb7TgKcBIk
https://youtu.be/Adb7TgKcBIk
https://youtu.be/Adb7TgKcBIk
Check out our Kurve Parabolic Umbrellas
https://youtu.be/Adb7TgKcBIk
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