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SYNOPSIS
On January 9, 2006 The New York Times sent shockwaves through the literary world when it unmasked “it boy” wunderkind JT LeRoy, whose tough prose about a sordid childhood had captivated icons and luminaries internationally. It turned out LeRoy didn’t actually exist. He was the creative expression of 40-year-old San Francisco former phone-sex operator turned housewife, Laura Albert. Author: The JT LeRoy Story takes us down the infinitely fascinating rabbit hole of how Laura Albert—like a Cyrano de Bergerac on steroids—breathed not only words, but life, into her avatar for a decade. Albert’s epic and entertaining account plunges us into a glittery world of rock shows, fashion events, and the Cannes red carpet where LeRoy becomes a mysterious sensation. As she recounts this astonishing odyssey, Albert also reveals the intricate web spun by irrepressible creative forces within her. Her extended and layered JT LeRoy performance still infuriates many; but according to Albert, channeling her brilliant fiction through another identity was the only possible path to self-expression.
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT – JEFF FEUERZEIG

I love non-fiction films, non-fiction books and especially the New Journalism from the '60s and early '70s, so I'm always looking for great one-of-a-kind stories. I've taken much inspiration from the renowned authors of this movement; Tom Wolfe, Terry Southern, Gay Talese, Norman Mailer, Joan Didion, Nick Tosches and my good friend Jerry Stahl — to try and do what they've done in the documentary genre. A journalist friend of mine brought the JT LeRoy story to my attention. I had not read the books prior to that, but I'd heard of him. All of these respected publications — Vanity Fair, The New York Times, Rolling Stone, Salon, New York Magazine — ran extensive pieces on the story. I read them all and was intrigued by what was being called "the greatest literary hoax of our time." That was the hook for me. But there was one voice glaringly missing from these news and magazine stories — the voice of JT's author, Laura Albert. That's the voice I wanted to hear, so I reached out to her. She watched my film THE DEVIL AND DANIEL JOHNSTON, where the theme of art and madness is tackled in vivid detail. She loved the film and decided to trust me to tell the story she had held back for more than a decade. This is a subjective telling of a scandalous story from the person responsible for it.
You can easily go into this film with preconceived notions, but I hope I've widened the audience’s understanding through Laura’s account. This is the first time we've heard from the author of the fiction, on and off the page.
— Jeff Feuerzeig 

A CONVERSATION WITH JEFF FEUERZEIG
What was the spark that ignited this project for you? 
My only previous knowledge on the JT LeRoy story was the articles generated by major media publications — and they were all interesting pieces. But there were questions that stood out for me: Who is Laura Albert? How did this all happen? — because it transpired in the public eye over an entire decade, but it really went on for more than 15 years — and what was the story- behind-the-story outside of all of these people who were deceived by this woman? I wanted to know her backstory, what shaped this person... to possibly understand why and how this very multi-layered intersection of deceit and art took place. And if my questions were answerable by Laura herself, then it was a film I very much wanted to make. 

Before you started working with Laura on this film, did you think she was a con artist, a creative genius... or something in between? 
I know she was labeled all of the above, but I wasn’t interested in judging her. She's clearly a fascinating, complex person— just like Daniel Johnston, the subject of my previous film — and she had embarked on a unique journey that was unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. As you learn in AUTHOR: THE JT LEROY STORY, Laura was institutionalized multiple times during her teenage years, and that obviously had a huge impact on her life and her writing. After my interest was piqued by the story, I read the books she wrote. And just like with THE DEVIL AND DANIEL JOHNSTON, I loved and admired the art, I thought it was profound. 

What was the specific appeal of JT LeRoy's books for you? 
These were international bestsellers that were well reviewed and created a zeitgeist moment in the publishing world, resulting in rock-star-like adulation and crowds. But this was not J.K. Rowling — it was transgressive fiction. In college, I was a big fan of the Southern Gothic literature of Flannery O'Connor. JT LeRoy's books touched me in a similar way, with a layer of darkness but also a wicked sense of humor. I loved the books. That was the final step for me in terms of wanting to make a film about Laura Albert — to explore her hidden backstory and personal themes — veiled and channeled — inside these books written under a pseudonym. I wanted to take her writing and bring it to life, because I came to learn that her life and her fiction are very much intertwined.  One of the most rewarding parts of my two years immersed inside this story was finding the clues she had carefully placed inside the fiction in her books. These inspired me to create animations around them in the film. Finding them gave me the similar feeling as finding “I buried Paul” and “Paul is dead” hidden on my Beatles LP’s as a young boy. The most prominent was staring all readers in plain sight, the title of her book… The Heart Is DECEITFUL Above All Things.  It was right in the title.
You were not lacking in footage for this film — Laura Albert documented virtually everything... 
She had a massive archive of material as she literally saved everything from her life, just like Daniel Johnston. Her mother started the process, keeping elaborate photo albums, documents, early writing, Super 8mm home movies, and Laura continued with this including photos, audio and videotapes. She turned over her entire personal archive to me over the course of a year. There were multiple trips to San Francisco and New York, filling up vans of her stuff. 
For a documentarian, this is my favorite sandbox to play in because you're attempting to get inside a subject's mind. It's a subjective film where she's telling the story, so these materials are what allowed me to illustrate her point of view and create an immersive experience. Her life plays out in a fast, madcap and daring in-the-moment journey, and 
my job was to present it in a cinematic way. 
Laura's voice is central to the film — you focus mainly on her. Did you seek out other subjects who were central to the story, like Billy Corgan, David Milch and Dr. Terrence Owens, Laura's therapist? 
We reached out to a lot of people, and many chose not to participate in formal interviews. I respect their prerogative. But other people did agree to interviews, and some of them are included in the film because they give perspective at a time in the story when Laura was hidden — when the voice on the other end of the phone line was a young boy named Terminator. The perspectives of authors Bruce Benderson and Dennis Cooper, manager Ira Silverberg and book editor Panio Gianopoulos are essential at this point in the story, so in fact it's not just Laura. . I interviewed Warren St. John from The New York Times (who was crucial in breaking the story) and while he doesn’t appear in the film, his interview was very much essential to my research and informs the work. Not everything you do from a research point of view is necessary in the construction of the final film.

What is the appeal of subjective documentary storytelling to you?  Are there other filmmakers that you feel a kindred spirit with?
What I've personally been trying to do with non-fiction film is use a singular voice. It’s a choice I’ve made. Films that I admire — like Brett Morgan’s THE KID STAYS IN THE PICTURE, James Toback's TYSON, and especially Errol Morris’s THE UNKNOWN KNOWN and THE FOG OF WAR — both of which focus on protagonists who also lived lives involving very public episodes of deceit — are all subjective and employ this singular voice. Not only do these films subvert the expectations of audiences, who complain so often about talking-head documentaries, but they allow people to make up their own minds by giving the central character the floor. I believe that this is the best way to achieve what Werner Herzog describes as “The ecstatic truth.”  Since my entry into non-fiction filmmaking back in 1990, I’ve always said that my goal in all of these journeys was “to seek a deeper truth.” 
In a way, I see this as the purist form of interactive film as it engages the viewer by provoking thought.  And just like New Journalism shook up Journalism, subjective non-fiction filmmaking is shaking up documentary.
Obviously AUTHOR: THE JT LEROY STORY is not a verité film, although there are many verité moments in the archival footage. I was more interested in forging a largely singular anti-hero’s journey across a classic 3-Act structure. Laura breaks the fourth wall and speaks directly to the camera, while the few other on-camera interviewees have their eye-lines off the lens, used only when necessary. This identical concept is used in THE REAL ROCKY, my previous ESPN “30 for 30” documentary, who’s central character boxer Chuck Wepner is given the floor to tell his POV of his legendary 15-round bout with the great Muhammad Ali — which coincidentally involves a foot-step Ali knock-down steeped in deceit. The audience is left to decide “Is it a knock down or not?”
What's the biggest misconception about this story you wanted to address in the film? 
What happened to JT LeRoy in terms of his writing being published was actually quite organic. The original accusation was that some middle-aged woman from Brooklyn came up with the idea of posing as this underage boy who had been an abused, drug addicted, truck-stop prostitute with HIV that went out and begged people for an agent and book deal. But as you learn in the film, that's not what happened at all. This person was calling a San Francisco help-line therapist (Dr. Terrance Owens) for three years, and the therapist eventually urged Terminator to write as a therapeutic outlet. The boy started writing, the writing got passed around, he reached out to some admired authors for mentorship, and his work got published. When the accolades and great reviews started coming in, Laura Albert slipped into reactive mode and surfed the wave of JT's success, because it was validation for the art she had created. 
What has Laura Albert been doing since the story broke? 
When I reached out she had already been convicted of fraud for signing the name JT LeRoy on a movie option contract, she was essentially excommunicated from the publishing world. Laura (as JT) was also writing a lot of articles for various publications — she had been hustling a living as a journalist and author until she was banished at the time of the journey she calls "the reveal." That's the person I met — a person who stayed quiet, but who had been approached by other documentarians and Hollywood players over the years. I know for a fact that she's writing her memoir right now. She's been writing every day under her own name, and I very much look forward to reading whatever she writes. She's a great storyteller, which is clearly on full display in my film. 

Clearly she's gifted. What do you think her particular gifts are? 
There's no doubt that she's a complex mind who’s brilliant on the page. She's also someone who clearly enjoys doing multiple voices and characters — the voice of Speedie is British and the voice of JT (or Terminator) is a Southern boy. As we learn in the film, she was doing boy voices from a very young age. She then even channeled those voices and her ability to do characters into a successful phone sex career in order to support herself. In that sense, I find her to be a one-of-a-kind storyteller who took her fiction way off the page. 
What was your approach to the animated sequences in the film? 
I wanted audiences to experience her writing in small morsels or edible bites — because you can't read someone a whole book or even a short story over the course of a movie. The animation in AUTHOR: THE JT LEROY STORY works in the same way as the songs did in THE DEVIL AND DANIEL JOHNSTON, where audiences needed to hear the music this artist created. I knew I didn't want to show people reading JT LeRoy's writing — I felt like that would send people out of the theater for popcorn or bathroom breaks. If I could get Laura to read her writing in JT’s voice, I felt it would be the best way for audiences to feel the power of her writing. So I took passages from the stories that spoke to me and informed the narrative, wrote detailed scripts, then assigned them to two animators I admired; Joshua Mulligan, who's a young Vimeo-award-winning animator from Detroit fresh out of school, and Stefan Nadelman from Portland via my former home state of New Jersey, who did the remarkable animated sequences in MONTAGE OF HECK, the Kurt Cobain documentary. Joshua animated “Balloons” and “Sarah”, the longer pieces, and Stefan did the animation of the notebook pieces using Laura Albert’s actual handwriting and her own obsessive doodles of boy/girl characters, hundreds of which I found populating the margins of her teenage notebooks. They enhanced the story a lot, because if you don't feel the art, then what's the point? 
You worked with the late Albert Maysles. What were some key things you learned from him that you used in this film?

I'm a huge admirer of the Maysles' work — GREY GARDENS and SALESMAN are high-water marks for me. I also loved what they and D.A. Pennebaker did in terms of coming up with direct cinema, or verité. Just like New Journalism and Punk Rock, it was a paradigm shift that was created to breathe new life into art forms that had become stale and complacent. Albert Maysles introduced himself to me after THE DEVIL AND DANIEL JOHNSTON New York premiere in Tribeca and invited me to come work with him at Maysles Films as a director. Throughout his career, he made a living on-the-side directing TV commercials, which has often been my own bread and butter. And though I don't make verité films per se — we were on a very different trip in that regard — it was a fantastic eye-opening experience because I got to spend time with him and his family and partake in his very generous artistic spirit. There was no meanness to his work. When GREY GARDENS came out, he was accused of being exploitative. And I was accused of the same thing when my Daniel Johnston film was released — and I don't believe those accusations to be true for either of us. Albert and I both shared the same goals of seeking a deeper truth. Also, Albert Maysles had the eye and soul of a poet, and that very much inspired me in my own work.
ABOUT THE FILMMAKER – JEFF FEUERZEIG

Jeff Feuerzeig is an award winning director and non-fiction filmmaker whose feature film The Devil and Daniel Johnston won top documentary directing honors at the 2005 Sundance Film Festival and was distributed theatrically by Sony Pictures Classics. The film, which has developed a large cult following, is a compelling portrait of a schizophrenic musician and outsider artist who overcame his private demons — many of them quite literal in the subject’s own mind — to develop an avid international following. Combining techniques drawn from the documentary canon (Feuerzeig has worked with Albert Maysles), and the New Journalism of the 1970s (the creation of first-person POV and internal monologue through audio cassette letters, journal entries, home movies, etc.), the film presents one of the finest portraits available of what writer and clinical psychologist Kay Redfield Jamison has labeled the artist “touched with fire,” and the connective tissue that links genius to madness.

As New York Observer film critic Matt Zoller Seitz declared of Devil:

“A true nonfiction film, a movie that tries to do with sound and image what journalists like Nick Tosches (Dino) and Norman Mailer (Armies of the Night) tried to do with prose, bending prose into poetry to find a more subjective route to truth.”

Coming out of the fertile early ‘80s punk and independent music underground and its pervasive do-it-yourself aesthetic, Feuerzeig began his career as a film editor before successfully transitioning to commercial directing. In 1993, his independently produced and self-financed first feature Half Japanese: The Band That Would Be King, a loving documentary portrait of the cult band, was distributed theatrically in art-house cinemas nationwide, expanding a personal passion project into a humorous yet ultimately heartfelt valentine to the kind of fringe artists who often deserve but rarely receive anything like it.

As Stephen Holden wrote in the New York Times,

“Underneath [this] pose burns a fiercely anti-establishment passion and an anarchic teen-age spirit that insists on the ultimate value of noise for noise’s sake.”

In 2011 Feuerzeig directed The Real Rocky, a one-hour documentary special for ESPN Films acclaimed 30 for 30 series, about boxer Chuck Wepner, who in 1975 went 15 rounds with Muhammad Ali and inspired the Sylvester Stallone film Rocky. He also directed The Dude for USA Network’s “Character Series”, an 18-minute documentary short about Jeff “The Dude” Dowd, a legendary producer’s rep who became the basis for the Coen Brothers’ cult film The Big Lebowski. In 2012 The Dude was selected as a Vimeo Staff Pick and became a viral sensation across the internet.
Continuing to push the boundaries of non-fiction, Feuerzeig has written the screenplays God Bless Tiny Tim (with Julien Nitzberg), a feature biopic about the legendary crooner of “Tiptoe Through the Tulips” fame and The Bleeder (with Jerry Stahl), a feature biopic based on his documentary The Real Rocky. The Bleeder recently wrapped production starring Liev Schreiber and Naomi Watts and is slated for release in 2016.
CREDITS

WRITTEN AND DIRECTED BY

JEFF FEUERZEIG

PRODUCED BY

JEFF FEUERZEIG

JIM CZARNECKI

DANNY GABAI

PRODUCED BY

MOLLY THOMPSON

PRODUCED BY

BRETT RATNER

EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS

ROBERT SHARENOW

ROBERT DeBITETTO

EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS

JAMES PACKER

MARIE THERESE GUIRGIS

EXECUTIVE PRODUCERS

EDDY MORETTI

SHANE SMITH

EXECUTIVE PRODUCER

HENRY S. ROSENTHAL
DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY

RICHARD HENKELS

EDITED BY

MICHELLE M. WITTEN

COMPOSER

WALTER WERZOWA

CO-PRODUCER

ADAM BARDACH

ASSOCIATE PRODUCER

LUCAS CELLER

ASSOCIATE PRODUCER

CASEY FELDMAN

49 west 27th street     7th floor     new york, ny 10001     

tel 212 924 6701     fax 212 924 6742 

www.magpictures.com

2
11

