Etienne! – Director’s Statement
Dear cineastes and hamster lovers,


The conception of Etienne! started at my summer camp where I worked as a recreational leader.  One day I had brought a dwarf hamster to the arts and crafts room and set it down in it’s cage.  I was surprised how indulged and hypnotized the kids were by the animal.  Just looking at the hamster became an activity unto itself.  That’s where I found my hook. 

I had already wanted to make a road trip film and being an animal lover myself, I thought I should tackle a story about the relationship between humans and their animal companions. When a person treats their dog as if it were their own child – I find that very insightful and revealing to the human condition and a subject matter I was curious to explore. 

The elements for my first feature script then came into place as I began to incorporate resources that I had already access to, like a bicycle and a dwarf hamster.  The most important element was my lead actor, Richard Vallejos, a friend of mine whom I tailored the story for. He wasn’t a trained actor, but I knew he could play a version of himself that would fit well into the story . . . and he made all the props. The same went for most of the characters in the San Francisco sequences of Etienne! – they were all non-actor friends of mine. 

Megan Harvey, I had directed before for an early student film and wrote the role of Elodie for her. Great Northern was a band I had worked with through their record label in which I directed one of their press kit documentaries. And Caveh Zahedi was a filmmaker who I had been a huge fan of and through an unlikely connection; I was able to cast him as the pinhole camera character. So as these cast members came onboard, my production finally took shape, and with the help of the combined ties with UCLA, CSULB, and ISMP film schools that Giacun Caduff and I had, we were able to produce Etienne! as a student film.  We received many discounts and resources from those schools that we would probably not have been able to afford without their support. 


With my first film, I wanted to create a story that didn’t have immediacy or pessimism, like I’ve seen in most R-rated independent comedies.  I missed the innocence and conservativeness of the 50s and early 60s, and the nostalgia of the 70s and 80s.  So one of my goals when writing Etienne! was to highlight that naïve tone and take out all the cynicism.  No sex, violence, cussing, drugs, pop culture references, or racial jokes.  My aim was to make a film that felt like it was made in a different era. 

For many production reasons, I had to keep my film intimate and small.  But it made sense to have that kind of low budget production on a story level too.  Etienne! is a tiny story that focuses on the little things in life. So from the plot to the hamster, down to the crew and my entire production, everything was small and personable. 


It was a stressful and difficult experience to finish Etienne! under the conditions my budget allowed, but with the collaboration of my producer and my core production crew, I am proud to have finished this film in the way I had envisioned it from its first inception: as an art film for kids.






Jeff Mizushima

Writer/Director

