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‘Story’ Finds Its Rhythm in North Jersey

Steven Spielberg’s musical re-created gritty 1950s New York in New Jersey By Clayton Davis

F O C U S  ●  B I L L I O N  D O L L A R  L O C A T I O N :  N E W  J E R S E Y  ●  6 7

Kristie Macosko Krieger, one 

of the producers for Steven Spiel-

berg’s “West Side Story,” says there 

was no way they could have pulled 

off shooting the 20th Century Stu-

dios remake without the aesthetic 

backdrop and financial incentives 

that the state of New Jersey pro-

vided. “We looked all around, and 

Paterson, N.J. gave a grit and an 

authenticity to the film that I don’t 

think we could have gotten any-

where else,” Krieger tells Variety. 

“They treated us like family, and 

that felt important since we were 

making a movie that was special to 

them and us.”

When it was announced that the 

two-time Academy Award-win-

ning director of “Schindler’s List” 

(1993) and “Saving Private Ryan” 

(1998) would be remaking the 

classic 1961 best picture winner, 

the team knew the re-creation of 

the 1950s Upper West Side neigh-

borhoods, in which the story takes 

place, couldn’t be done in the Big 

Apple. So instead, the team behind 

the musical turned a parking lot in 

the largest city in Passaic County 

into the Upper West Side.

Since productions and studios 

are cutting ties with Georgia fol-

lowing the passing of its laws that 

prohibit voting rights to Black and 

brown residents, it can’t be over-

stated how satisfying it is to see 

New Jersey becoming one of the 

premier destinations for film and 

television productions that only 

add value to the community, and 

also to the Hollywood bottom line.

In 1993, my single mother would 

move her family to Jersey City to 

get away from gang violence in 

the South Bronx. Continuing to 

commute to her job as a postal 

worker, she gave her children a 

fighting chance at a better edu-

cation and an opportunity. We 

landed in Dixon Mills, an apart-

ment complex that was converted 

from a pencil factory. It was once 

the residence for stars such as 

Omar Epps (“Higher Learning”) 

and Oscar-nominee Queen Lati-

fah (“Chicago”). 

The surrounding areas were 

also full of diversity, where Black 

and Latinos owned brownstones 

and condominiums. As my 

stomping ground, I was exposed 

to more areas of the state when 

I attended Marist High School in 

Bayonne, the same alma mater  

as “Game of Thrones” author 

George R.R. Martin. The school’s 

population was a mixture of 

nearby cities such as Newark, East 

Orange and Union City. However, 

the state is ridding itself of the 

reality show images.

In 2009, “Jersey Shore,” the 

MTV hit reality series, put the 

state on the map, but not in the 

way any government official or 

resident would have hoped. It 

came at the tail-end of the ten-

ure of Democratic Gov. Jon Cor-

zine, who would go on to lose 

his second term bid to Repub-

lican Chris Christie. The aura of 

“Snookie” and “The Situation” 

would become synonymous with 

groans at the mere mention of 

the northeastern region over the 

next decade. But in the past few 

years, that’s fading away.

Shooting in New Jersey is mor-

ally inviting to the local com-

munities but also provides an 

enticing incentive through the 

robust Film and Digital Media  

Tax Credit Program, administered  

by the New Jersey Economic 

Development Authority.

It wasn’t all about locations and 

tax breaks. Following Spielberg’s 

posting of an open casting call via 

Twitter in January 2018, he found 

his leading lady Maria in new-

comer Rachel Zegler of Clifton, 

N.J., who was chosen out of more 

than 30,000 applicants. Spielberg 

also spent a few years during his 

childhood in Haddon Township.

“New Jersey offered us the best 

of everything,” Krieger shares. “I 

will shoot again in New Jersey. I 

can guarantee it.”

In addition to “West Side Story,” 

other movies this year, such as 

Halle Berry’s directorial debut 

“Bruised” and Alan Taylor ’s 

Sopranos prequel film, “The Many 

Saints of Newark,” filmed in the 

Garden state. 

Paterson , N.J.,
offered a perfect 
backdrop for 
urban 1950s New 
York City.

“West Side Story” 
found the right mix 
of locations and 
incentives in New 
Jersey.
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For his first film since winning 

the Oscar for 2018’s “Green Book,” 

Peter Farrelly again ventured into 

new regions of the country. The 

40-day shoot of “The Greatest 

Beer Run Ever,” set between fall 

1967 and spring 1968, was split 

between Thailand and northern 

New Jersey.

Thailand filled in for Vietnam; 

bars, churches and other loca-

tions in Newark, Paterson, Jersey 

City and North Bergen were con-

vincing doubles for New York City 

of the era.

The entire film was to be shot in 

New Zealand until COVID-19 scut-

tled those plans. Farrelly heeded 

the advice of his friend, Sony Pic-

tures Classics co-president Tom 

Bernard, who told him “if you’re 

going to shoot in New York, go to 

New Jersey. It’s cheaper and you 

got all the same stuff.”

On top of that, he was able to 

work in the home state of his pro-

ducer Andrew Muscato, a docu-

mentarian making his narrative 

feature debut.

Farrelly, who took advantage 

of Louisiana’s tax credit when 

shooting “Green Book” — they 

even used Hammond, La., to rep-

licate the Bronx — had never been 

to Jersey City. “Manhattan’s only 

four minutes away, it’s a beautiful 

view, there’s a million nice restau-

rants and they’ve got great crews 

here,” he says. It’s a selling point 

that the state is pushing hard as it 

attracts more than a half-billion 

dollars in film and television-re-

lated activity this year.

Farrelly wasn’t alone in making 

the New Jersey of today resem-

ble the New York of another 

era. Nearly all of the Hulu series 

“Wu-Tang Clan: An American 

Saga” was set in Staten Island and 

Zach Snyder’s 
“Army of the 
Dead” used 
Atlantic City, N.J., 
casinos to double 
as Las Vegas 
for the zombie 
actioner.

Garden State Touts Big Harvest

New Jersey’s competitive incentives and myriad amenities put it in the forefront of producers’ minds By Phil Gallo

Manhattan in the 1990s but north-

ern New Jersey got the role as the 

production shot in 10 cities and 

towns, among them Irvington, 

Montclair and Secaucus.

“We worked hard on them,” says 

Steven Gorelick, executive director 

of the New Jersey Motion Picture 

and TV Commission. “They felt 

they could spread out a little bit 

more here, and meet the COVID-19 

protocols more easily while they’re 

here on location. And because it 

was warehouse-based, they also 

had office space. And they still have 

that space under lease because 

they’re  contemplating doing a 

third season.” 

“The Greatest Beer Run Ever” 

and “Wu-Tang Clan” are among 

scores of productions pushing 

2021 film and TV production 

spending beyond half a billion 

dollars in the Garden State, a 

record year following 2018’s $121.4 

million (the first year Gov. Phil 

Murphy reinstated tax credits) 

and then 2019’s $421 million before 

COVID-19 largely shut down loca-

tion and studio shoots.

The state has seen a boom in 

productions since reinstating 

its tax credit — now between 

30% and 35% — in 2018 during 

Murphy’s first term in office. He 

recently won another term. 

“Production is at all-time record 

high and my gut tells me all boats 

are rising — ours, just proportion-

ally, I think, is due to incentives,” 

Murphy says. “We are extremely 

competitive as it relates to incen-

tives. And I would say as part of 

that, I’m particularly proud of 

things like the diversity bonus so 

it’s not just competitive in a dollar 

and cents sense, but it’s consistent 

with our values.”

“Greatest Beer Run” producer 

Muscato, a Basking Ridge native 

who lives in Jersey City, consid-

ered producing in Georgia. After 

the state’s voting laws changed, 

he read an article in which Mur-
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phy made a plea to productions 

to move to New Jersey. 

“I threw it out to the group, 

asking ‘Can we actually shoot in 

Jersey?’ From a financial side, 

even though we only shot for 

eight days, the way the incentive 

is structured we were able to still 

get the rebate. It was kind of an 

easy pitch to the rest of the team.”

This year has seen Netflix’s 

“Army of the Dead” shoot in Atlan-

tic City; the long-gestating story 

of Casablanca Records, “Spinning 

Gold,” film in Newark and Jersey 

City; and “Shelter” from Amazon  

Studios and MGM Intl. use Essex 

County locations.

Following the pandemic, 

“Death Saved My Life” was the 

first major feature film to shoot 

in the state, choosing the South 

Jersey towns of Haddonfield 

and Collingswood. Halle Berry’s 

“Bruised,” and the Tony Soprano 

origin story “The Many Saints of 

Newark” are other Jersey pro-

ductions released this year.  

Television productions were 

the first to take advantage of the 

tax credit in 2018, followed by 

independent features. Warner 

Bros.’ “Joker” was the first major 

studio picture to utilize the tax 

credit. Increasingly, the state has 

seen a mix of TV and film projects, 

and fewer of the projects that kept 

crews busy in the state — ads and 

reality TV shows.

“There might be this anomaly 

where we have fewer projects, 

but they’re obviously much, much 

bigger projects since we got our 

tax credit,” says Gorelick, who 

plans to start reporting filming 

days rather than numbers of pro-

ductions in the near future. “You 

have movies here that are not film-

ing here just for a day or two, but 

weeks and months at a time. That’s 

a huge difference.” 

In 2006, the state started a small 

program — $10 million a year — 

that attracted several productions 

including “The Wrestler” and “The 

Messenger.” The fund ran out of 

money in 2012 and, with the lack of 

incentives, the economic impact of 

film TV plummeted — to $82.8 mil-

lion in 2013 and $62.6 million in 2015.

Today, for productions with a 

budget of more than $1 million, the 

New Jersey Film and Digital Media 

Alan Taylor 
(center) directs 
Allesandro Nivola 
(right) and Joey 
Diaz on a New  
Jersey location  
in “The Many 
Saints of Newark.” 

Tax Credit Program provides a 

transferable credit of 30% of qual-

ified film production expenses 

against the corporation business 

tax and the gross income tax. For 

any project under $1 million, the 

credit can be used if at least 60% 

of the production expenses are in 

New Jersey.

In addition, there is a diversity 

incentive of 2% for hiring minori-

ties and women; 5% more is tacked 

on when production is within the 

state’s eight southernmost coun-

ties. The current system is in place 

through 2028.

“We’ve got an incredible diver-

sity of a look and feel — urban, 

suburban, rural, shore, mountains, 

everything in between,” the gover-

nor says. “As it relates to studios, I 

think lengthening the incentives 

window helps.”

In August, Murphy cut the rib-

bon on the largest film studio in 

the state, Cinelease Studios  Caven 

Point, in Jersey City. Boasting 

70,000 square-feet of stage space, 

it’s also the first purpose-built 

facility of its kind in New Jersey.

More permanent facilities could 

be on the way: Gorelick is in talks 

with studio developers eyeing 

locations in South Jersey’s Cum-

berland County, the Atlantic City 

area and Malaga near Rowan Uni-

versity in Glassboro.

“What you want to do is build 

the foundation for a permanent 

industry,” Gorelick says. “You 

want to build bricks and mor-

tar businesses that can support, 

long-term, the industry by creat-

ing permanent jobs. That means 

attracting studios, equipment 

houses, post-production facilities, 

all of which we’re getting now. 

“These programs don’t sunset 

until 2034, and it’s unusual for a 

state to make that kind of com-

mitment. We want to see bricks 

and mortar development.”

In November, Netflix bid more 

than $50 million to acquire the 

abandoned Fort Monmouth 

military base and turn it into a 

production facility. Coming just 

as Murphy was in the throes of a 

heated re-election campaign, he 

says that interest from Netflix 

“triggered a whole wave of discus-

sions and deliberations among 

senior staff members and pres-
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A few days after winning a sec-

ond term in Trenton, New Jersey 

Gov. Phil Murphy spoke with Vari-
ety about the impact of the state’s 

film and television tax incentive 

program that he initiated three 

years ago. 

What has made New Jersey’s 
incentive program competi-
tive and work well over the 
past few years?
If you look at the economic impact, 

if you look at the amount of film 

and television getting done here 

— studios either built or poten-

tially built — there’s no doubt it’s 

making a huge impact. One, we are 

extremely competitive as it relates 

to incentives. And I would say as 

part of that, I’m proud of things 

like the diversity bonus — so it’s 

not just competitive in a dollar and 

cents sense, but it’s consistent with 

our values. 

Secondly, we’ve always had 

great talent and great locations. I 

think we punch above our weight 

in talent, and our location is sec-

ond to none. 

The last reason is the value stuff. 

People are not going to get told 

which bathroom to use in New 

Jersey, your voting rights are going 

to be secure, we’re going to have 

the strongest gun safety laws in 

America, and if you’re a woman, 

you don’t have to worry about 

your reproductive freedoms being 

under assault. So that’s a long way 

of saying it’s both value and values.

You were recently involved in 
the opening of a physical studio 
in Jersey City. From your per-
spective, what does it take to 
get more of that kind of activ-
ity going where people build  
permanent facilities? 

Murphy’s Updated Law

New Jersey governor is a producer’s biggest ally By Phil Gallo

idents of institutions of higher 

education about the broader real-

ity” of how to create educational 

programs to benefit the film and 

TV industry.

Currently, the state has been 

working with NBCUniversal on 

production assistant bootcamps 

at which graduates are able to 

leap straight into a production; 

Sony Pictures is co-sponsoring 

one early next year.

Gorelick, a Rutgers grad who 

has been with the film commis-

sion since 1980, and Murphy, who 

was president of Hasty Pudding 

Theatricals while at Harvard in 

the late 1970s, emphasize the abil-

ity of New Jersey to not only rep-

resent itself — “The Many Saints 

of Newark” is a prime example 

— but the ability of locations to 

be a stand-in for other locales in 

different eras.

“New Jersey historically has 

largely been a place where you film 

something that is in fact intended 

to be New Jersey or maybe New 

York City, like Paterson standing 

in for New York City in ‘West Side 

Story,’” Murphy says. “That’s going 

to change over time. Having more 

soundstages will make New Jersey 

a universal location.”

Gorelick takes particular pride 

in noting how stories by New Jer-

sey authors such as Philip Roth 

and Harlan Coben are being shot 

in the areas in which they are 

set for the very first time: HBO 

shot the 1940s-set limited series 

“The Plot Against America” in 

and around Roth’s hometown 

of Newark; Livingston native 

Coben’s “Shelter” was shot in 

Essex County.

Gorelick says he’s seeing a dra-

matic change in attitude toward 

the Garden state. “I think the film 

industry views New Jersey as a 

huge backlot.”

Muscato adds: “The communi-

ties and the way they were settled 

in New York and New Jersey had 

a lot of similarities. There’s an 

authenticity that you wouldn’t get 

if you filmed elsewhere. And when 

we’re filming at a park in Jersey 

City, it’s a little quieter than Man-

hattan, less stressful, with very 

supportive local governments 

and local communities.” 
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I get asked a lot, which do you 

like more, the studio or the fact 

that Steven Spielberg made 

“West Side Story” in New Jer-

sey. And my answer is I’m a pig. 

I want both. As it relates to stu-

dios, I think lengthening the 

incentives window helps. Folks 

realize that this thing was not 

just here for a couple of years.

We’re an incredibly strong 

union state and this is an indus-

try which is very heavy union. 

Keeping unions strong and 

vibrant, replenished with the 

next generation, is another 

major objective.

I feel good if someone is mak-

ing their next movie or episode, 

Director Steven 
Spielberg, New 
Jersey first lady 
Tammy Snyder 
Murphy and N.J. 
Gov. Phil Murphy 
hang out on  
the “West Side 
Story” set.

People are not going to be told which bathroom 
to use in New Jersey … and if you’re a woman, you 
don’t have to worry about your repoductive rights 
being under assault.” — Gov. Phil Murphy  
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but with a specific incentive to 

get folks to build studios, I think 

that has been a game-changer. 

Do you do different things to 
try to get people interested in 
areas other than just the New 
York City area? 
This goes beyond film and televi-

sion. By my way of thinking, in our 

first term we’ve given birth to four 

industries. Film/television/digital, 

which really is a rebirth because 

[it was] here in Fort Lee a hundred 

years ago. Sports betting, and not 

just that we’re the No. 1 king of the 

hill in terms of the handle, but the 

actual [financial technology] guts 

of that business. Adult-use canna-

bis, and then the fourth one, off-

shore wind. Not just installing the 

offshore wind [farms], but in fact, 

making big pieces of the supply 

chain in New Jersey.

So we’ve opened two massive 

wind ports in south Jersey, far 

from New York. And in this case, 

frankly, as far south as you can get 

in the state. That extends to film, 

TV and digital as well. there’s a 

lot of activity outside the 30-mile 

radius out of Columbus Circle.

Do you see extending this tax 
credit into other areas that 
involve artistic operations?
I look at South by Southwest in 

Austin and ask myself, ‘Why can’t 

we do that with all the talent in 

New Jersey? Why can’t we be 

thinking about something like 

that here?’ And that’s something 

we’ve kicked around and we con-

tinue to kick the tires on. 

Where would you consider set-
ting an event like that? 
We had the MTV Video Music 

Awards in Newark a couple of 

years ago. That was a home run. 

[France’s] Pompidou Center is 

going to plant their North Amer-

ican flag in Jersey City. Atlantic 

City has clearly got hotel capacity 

and great heritage. So those are 

three examples.

Obviously there’s a talent pool 
already in New Jersey, but what 
do you do to educate a new gen-
eration that there are great 
careers to pursue? 
We have the No. 1 public education 

system in America, and we want to 

keep it that way. We speak much 

more about the STEM side of our 

excellence than we do about the 

arts side, but we are the first state 

in American history to achieve uni-

versal arts instruction, meaning 

everybody in school K through 12. 

This was as of two years ago.

How does the incentive pro-
gram work so that a film shot 
in Paterson helps out the 
people of New Brunswick  
or Camden?
There is a soft effect and a hard 

effect. A soft effect is pride. I 

don’t live in Paterson, but I’m 

incredibly proud to say that 

movies have been made in Pat-

erson, N.J. Secondly, it brings 

economic activity and  the 

immediate economic activity is 

felt in restaurants, coffee shops, 

diners, dry cleaners, hotels. And 

the taxes are all state revenue 

that we can disburse as we see 

fit around the state. [A shoot like 

“West Side Story”] is specific to 

Paterson’s local community and 

local businesses but in terms 

of tax revenues and, and other 

fees or related stuff that the state 

gets, that’s a statewide benefit. 
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When Mayim Bialik wrote “As 

Sick as They Made Us,” the story 

was set in Los Angeles. But when 

she put her directing hat on and 

started developing the project 

with producer Anne Clements, 

it became clear that making the 

independent film in California 

wouldn’t make sense financially. 

Ultimately the director and 

producer chose to shoot the film 

— about family drama and dys-

function — in New Jersey because 

of its film and television produc-

tion tax credit.

“It was perfect because above-

the-line and below-the-line counts 

[as part of the credit] and we were 

so close to New York,” Clements 

says. “So our crew was made up of 

New Jersey locals as well as some 

folks from New York.” 

For four weeks in June, “As Sick 

as They Made Us” cast members 

— including Dustin Hoffman, 

Candice Bergen, Simon Helberg, 

Justin Chu Cary, Charlie Weber 

and Dianna Agron — descended 

upon the Garden State for a loca-

tion-only shoot. 

Halle Berry shot her directorial 

debut, “Bruised,” entirely on loca-

tion in New Jersey. Producer Basil 

Iwanyk of Thunder Road Films 

says initially filming in Jersey 

wasn’t a consideration.

“Our feeling was let’s do this in 

the Bronx or one of the outer bor-

oughs in a rougher area,” Iwanyk 

says. “But it was too expensive to 

shoot in New York.”

Iwanyk outlines the three things 

that led the production across the 

Hudson River: the New Jersey tax 

credit, tough neighborhoods that 

were ethnically diverse and access 

to a New York-based crew.

The initial plan was to shoot New 

Jersey for New York over a four-

month period. But Iwanyk says 

that Berry changed her mind after 

scouting areas of the state includ-

ing Newark and Elizabeth.

Berry then wanted to “shoot 

New Jersey for New Jersey” with 

the sense that “Jersey is on the 

other side of the river from New 

York and there is this aspirational 

aspect of her character trying to 

get to the big time. So, in the end, 

Halle made [‘Bruised’] a very 

uniquely New Jersey story.”

While New York City — not New 

Jersey — was the central location 

used for Steven Spielberg’s adap-

tation of “West Side Story,” three 

large parking lots surrounding 

Center City Mall in Paterson, N.J., 

proved integral to the production. 

Supervising location manager 

Robert Striem says, “Paterson 

afforded us what we couldn’t get 

in New York City. Those parking 

lots provided a blank canvas.” 

It was a canvas to create crum-

bling 1950s tenement structures 

with the interiors — bathrooms 

and bedrooms — exposed. The 

parking lot was also turned into 

a 1950 New York City street that 

served as a space for actors to per-

form song and dance sequences.

“We had two enormous 1950s 

movie sets of extraordinary scope 

in the center of the city of Pater-

son,” Striem says. “There is the one 

semi-demolished neighborhood 

of the Jets world and then there 

is the Sharks neighborhood set — 

no trees, great architecture, lots of 

empty storefronts.  

“We got some big stuff in New 

York, but none of it gave us the 

kind of breadth and vast scope 

that we got in Paterson,” Striem 

says. “Plus we got cooperation on 

things that you can’t do in New 

York, like flying drones. It all came 

due to an extraordinary amount of 

cooperation and enthusiasm from 

Paterson Mayor Andre Sayegh 

and under his mandate, the police 

department, the business associ-

ations, the department of public 

works, the parking authority and 

the fire department.”

While diverse locations — it 

boasts urban centers, classic sub-

urbs, sandy beaches, forests, lakes, 

rivers, mountains and historic 

areas — and film-friendly local 

communities are a selling point 

for the state, it also boasts state of 

the art studio space. Located near 

downtown Jersey City, Cinelease 

Studios Caven Point opened this 

year and is already booked solid 

through the third quarter of 2022.

Gannon Murphy, general man-

ager of Cinelease Studios, says: “We 

partnered up with Criterion, the 

developing group out of New York, 

to open this property.” 

Studios such as Caven Point 

attract production-associated 

businesses and create jobs, 

which dovetails with N.J. Gov. Phil 

Murphy’s goal to create positive 

economic impact in a growing 

industry, he says. 

“We’ve now got full-time staff 

that are residents of the state of 

New Jersey that are going to shop 

in New Jersey, live in New Jersey, 

etc.,” he says. Cinelease is mooting 

expansion in the state.

Michael Tarr of XConnectDC in 

Deerfield, down in the Philadel-

phia metro area of the Garden 

State, touts his studio’s digital 

capabilities to attract content cre-

ators looking not only for sound-

stages and production offices, but 

also assets such as digital distribu-

tion, virtual studio amenities, lots 

of server capabilities and an LED 

wall slated to open in March. 

“There’s been this kind of 

acceleration of digital, this kind 

of recognition that having three 

tractor trailers parked on loca-

tion is old-fashioned, and also 

not very practical, because of the 

pandemic,” says Tarr, noting that 

XConnectDC will also run on clean 

energy solar power soon.

All this is good news for the state, 

long-term, notes Murphy. “This is 

literally reversing the brain drain 

where people are moving out 

because they don’t see economic 

opportunity.” 

Carole Horst contributed to this report.

Caven Point (top) 
recently opened 
with state of  
the art facilities  
in Jersey City; 
Mayim Bialik shot 
“As Sick as They 
Make Us” in the 
Garden state.

More Than Just Tax Breaks
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Productions find diverse locations, film-friendly communities that ease 

way for shooting and even shaping stories By Addie Morfoot
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The American movie business 

started in New Jersey.  

Between 1893 and 1896 in West 

Orange, N.J., Thomas Edison was 

developing the early motion pic-

ture tech, inventing new ways to 

capture images in motion, and 

the result is that “you have the 

only fully operational motion pic-

ture studio facility in the world,” 

says Richard Koszarski, professor 

emeritus of English and cinema 

studies at Rutgers University.  

His latest book on film history 

is “Keep ’Em in the East: Kazan, 

Kubrick, and the Postwar New 

York Film Renaissance.”  

While companies were setting 

up production operations and 

offices in New York City, including 

Edison, “it’s very difficult to film 

in New York City. In those days, 

they didn’t have very good artifi-

cial lights,” says Koszarski. Making 

films required enormous skylights 

and other sources of natural light.  

But over in Fort Lee, N.J., there 

was already a support system for 

tourists that switched easily to 

help productions, lots of diverse 

locations and plenty of space to 

spread out and build large stages, 

storage and production facilities.  

Indeed, although the interiors 

of 1903’s “The Great Train Rob-

bery” were filmed in Edison’s 

soundstages in Manhattan, all 

the exteriors were shot in Essex 

County, N.J. 

In 1910, Champion Studio 

became the first permanent stu-

dio in New Jersey, while bigger, 

better financed companies fol-

lowed, according to Koszarski. 

By 1915, business was booming in 

north Jersey, and all the majors 

had studios there. Big names were 

filming in New Jersey — Lillian 

and Dorothy Gish, Mack Sennett, 

Mary Pickford, D.W. Griffith, Lio-

nel Barrymore, the Marx Brothers, 

Theda Bara — bringing in jobs, 

money and glamour. 

But World War I, the 1918 global 

flu pandemic, plus advances in film 

production technologies and the 

lure of California’s good weather 

and space to build combined to 

end the New Jersey boom times. 

“When the war is over, many of 

the companies say, well, you know, 

we’re pretty happy out here [in Cal-

ifornia] with just one studio on the 

West Coast. And we like New York, 

but we don’t need to be in New Jer-

sey,” Koszarski says. 

But that left room for indies and 

others playing vital roles on the 

fringes of the mainstream film 

business, including pioneering 

Black filmmaker Oscar Micheaux. 

“In the early ’20s, the regular 

studios pretty much shut down, 

but these buildings, they’re only 

five years old,” Koszarski says.  

“So they’re available for indepen-

dent filmmakers.” 

Birthplace of the 
U.S. Movie Business

On the backlot of 
Fort Lee’s World 
Film Producing 
Studios during 
the early teens; 
Thomas Edison 
inspects film.

Frank Lloyd 
directed the 1917 
“Les Miserables”  
at the Fox Studios 
in Fort Lee.

Michaeux shot 1920’s “Symbol of 

the Unconquered,” which depicts 

the Ku Klux Klan as a terrorist orga-

nization, a rejoinder to Griffiths’ 

1915 racist “Birth of a Nation” in Fort 

Lee. He also shot his last film, 1948’s 

“The Betrayal,” there. 

At the end of the 1920s, some 

entrepreneurs wired the New 

Jersey stages for sound, offering 

more affordable venues for low-

er-budget productions. 

Koszarski notes that people 

were coming out to Fort Lee to 

make “Yiddish-language films. 

They’re making Italian-language 

films because in Italy, they don’t 

have sound movie equipment yet 

but they already have it in New Jer-

sey.” Mormons made epic “Corian-

ton” there in 1931.  

“And it looks like they’ve got a 

business model there until the 

Depression. The Depression was 

hard on Hollywood, but basically 

takes these marginal people out 

of business.” But as the decade 

progressed and the economy got 

better, ethnic film producers and 

low-budget productions once 

again found the Garden State.   

“Edgar G. Ulmer, the guy who will 

make ‘Detour,’ in the late ’30s, he’s 

making Yiddish films [in New Jer-

sey],” says Koszarski. 

World War II basically put an 

end to northern New Jersey’s 

run as a production spot. New 

York bounced back, according to 

Koszarski, but the studios in New 

Jersey hadn’t been maintained 

and upgraded, TV was taking 

over New York and California had 

become the entertainment capital 

of the world. 

Once in a while, a film would 

shoot in New Jersey, such as 1954’s 

“On the Waterfront,” “a film that’s 

made without the use of studios,” 

says Koszarski. “The only thing 

that was shot in the studio was the 

inside-of-the-taxi cab scene. They 

shot at as much of it outdoors as 

possible. And that could be done 

in Hoboken, New Jersey.” 

But the production boom and 

New Jersey’s competitive incen-

tives are creating another renais-

sance. From Edison’s first shorts to 

“West Side Story,” New Jersey’s rich 

production history is now back on 

center stage. 

Edison, some clever entrepreneurs created the film industry in the Garden State By Carole Horst

N
J 

M
o

ti
o

n
 P

ic
tu

re
 a

n
d

 T
V

 C
o

m
m

is
si

o
n

1 2 . 0 8 . 2 0 2 17 4  ●  F O C U S  ●  B I L L I O N  D O L L A R  L O C A T I O N :  N E W  J E R S E Y






