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O R I G I N S O F
PERSON TO PERSON

Dustin Guy Defa, the writer/director of numerous shorts (and one prior feature, Bad Fever) that have played the festival circuit,
was inspired to create his latest film, Person to Person, out of the desire to construct an ensemble, tapestry-like narrative about
lives being lived in New York. “I had made a short film a few years back titled Person to Person as well, and that feature my
friend Bene Coopersmith, who has this great screen charisma,” Defa explained. “I wasn’t looking to extend that short, but I did
like the title, and I wanted to work with Bene again, while also working with other actors and featuring other characters. I wanted
to make an ensemble film in New York that covered a whole spectrum of people.



“What was interesting to me was the idea of an
ensemble movie where everything didn’t necessarily
connect. The idea of making different movies inside
one film, using different tones and totally different
people, and trying to make it work. So I pulled
together different stories that I thought were going to
be different movies. Pulling those disparate threads
together – the challenge of that became exciting.”

Defa was embarking on an artful, poetic endeavor –
attempting to connect various characters and
storylines not through circumstance or coincidence,
but rather, through theme. “The levels of connectivity
we have with people, the way people connect with
others, the desire to connect with others, and the
question of who has those connections and who
doesn’t – those were the topics I wanted to explore.
That’s the foundation of the film. And from there I
limited myself to one day in terms of the story’s
scope – one day in New York, very different
characters in different walks of life, all after the same
thing, in completely different ways.”

Once the script was done, Defa took to the not
inconsiderable challenge of putting together his
ensemble cast. For Claire, a journalist at her first day
on the job, Defa tapped Abbi Jacobson, of TV series
Broad City. “I found the script to be so intimate, it
was a breath of fresh air compared to a lot of the
material I'd been reading,” Jacobson said. “I've lived
in New York for a while now, and I really responded
to the connections within this story. How a day can
bring you anywhere in this city and how we're all
cameos in each other's lives, even for a moment.”



For Bene, a music enthusiast in search of an obscure jazz
record, Defa looked to his friend Bene Coopersmith, who of
course had starred in the Person to Person short Defa made
back in 2014. Coopersmith was excited to have the opportunity
to collaborate with Defa again. “I love to work with friends. My
instinct is always to say yes to opportunities to collaborate. And
I get attached to characters – I’ve worked in a music shop, and
it’s always interesting to talk with people and see who comes in.
So it was exciting to get the chance to play this character here.
He wasn’t too far from myself, of course. I’ve been this
character before in my own life.”

In addition to the aforementioned, the cast became increasingly
rounded out with stellar names: Michael Cera as Claire’s boss
heavy metal-loving boss Phil; Philip Baker Hall as a watch
repairman who gets caught up in a potential murder
investigation; and George Sample III as Bene’s roommate, who
has recently posted illicit photos of his ex-girlfriend online.

For Wendy, a high-school student growing apart from her best
friend, Defa turned to Tavi Gevinson, a blogger/publisher-
turned-actress well known for her online magazine Rookie.
Gevinson felt that her experience in publishing informed how
she handled the role. “I think my familiarity with writing helps me
to manufacture circumstances that can help a scene feel more
real. I was actually on book tour for Rookie Yearbook Four
during the film shoot, going back and forth, and I'm so thankful
for that. I was really glad to be reminded of the kind of person
who might need to see someone like Wendy onscreen the most.
It reminded me of the potential this role had to connect with a
teenager going through the same transition Wendy is. Wendy
reminded me a lot of film and TV characters I was really grateful
to have in high school.”



I N S I D E
PERSON TO PERSON

As the film opens, multiple storylines are quickly
established: Bene gets a phone call informing him
that an extremely rare jazz record, Charlie Parker
Plays the Blues, is for sale, and sets out to meet the
seller; Wendy and her best friend Melanie (Olivia
Luccardi) decide to ditch high school for the day; and
Claire gets up to go to her new job as a journalist at
a newspaper. She is soon struck by the affability of
her boss, Phil, who begins constantly regaling her
with stories of the metal band he plays bass in.

“Claire is a searcher, she's searching for where her
place in society, and she doesn’t know exactly where
that is,” Defa explained. “So she’s trying out this job.
Almost immediately, Phil drops the news that they're
going to go investigate this big murder case and it's
surprising to her because she thought they were
going to be on small storylines. So the job starts to
become uncomfortable pretty fast. As the film goes
along, she starts to determine that this is probably
not her spot in the world.”

Jacobson could relate to the position Claire is in. “In
my early twenties, I had a lot of new jobs and would
often feel extremely out of place, a
fraud, just completely uncomfortable. All you could
do was try to push past that and pretend that this is
who you are and what you do, because technically it
is, and hope that no one will notice or call you out on
it. I thought a lot about those experiences and they
helped me to lock into Claire’s headspace.”



“Intertwined in all this is both Phil and Claire's desire to
connect with somebody,” Defa added. “Claire and Phil are
both single. Claire’s one of those people who doesn’t know
what she wants to do with her life and is hoping that this job
is going to show her the way forward. But Phil has other
motives that are making it uncomfortable for her.”

Indeed, it becomes clear – as they look into the death of a
man that may have been a suicide, but may have been
murder – the details of which turn on the man’s broken watch
– that Phil has something of a crush on his new employee, as
he constantly seeks to impress her by blasting his metal
band’s music loudly as they drive around the city.

“Phil’s obsession with metal is about his repression of
feelings. I've always seen him as somebody who doesn’t like
his job. He has all these pent-up feelings and emotions, and
his means of letting those feelings out is this metal band that
he's in and he is excited to share that with Claire. He’s
excited by the idea that maybe this is impressive. It was a
pleasure to shoot those scenes as well, to watch Michael
work.”

As the day progresses, and Claire and Phil unwind the details
of their investigation further, Claire’s anxiety about doing her
job noticeably increases, to the point where it becomes
apparent that this is no longer a career she’s interested in.
She’s forced to confront the watch repairman and ask about
why he was questioned by police, as well as confront the
dead man’s widow (Michaela Watkins), two encounters that
go extremely poorly for her. Defa saw the exploration of
Claire’s difficulty doing her job as evoking her humanity.
“Claire keeps trying to tell Phil that she's not really interested
in confronting people, and his response is to quote lyrics from
his metal band to her in the hopes that he can convince her
that confrontation is part of life. So it’s not going well. She’s
not having stomach aches, she’s just not feeling it. So of
course she’s trying to juggle a lot, she’s juggling this job, her
anxieties, and of course Phil’s feelings toward her.



“What’s interesting to me is, the murder case is seemingly important to Phil, and to the
movie itself, in the sense that this storyline tracks the progression of unraveling this
murder case, but really, what’s most important to me isn’t the murder investigation at
all – it’s the progression of the dynamic between these two characters.”

A less comedic storyline concerns Wendy’s activities throughout the same day. Cutting
school, she goes to hang out with her best friend Melanie, but it becomes clear that
there’s a gap between them, and it’s widening. “I think Wendy’s life has become this
disconnect with her best friend and I think she's very aware of what's going on there,”
Defa said. “I think she understands that she's faced with a loss of some sort. The two
of them have been friends for a very long time and it's only recently that they're starting
to see the world in a different way. Wendy's become world-conscious. She thinks a lot
about suffering in the world. In a teenage way, she's worried about the world. On the
other hand, Melanie's entire focus is on her first boyfriend, Scott. So they're splitting
over those two viewpoints. And Wendy's going through the realization that she may be
losing her best friend.”





Gevinson found a direct connection to Wendy through her own life
and experiences, as well as via the discussions she had with Defa
about the character. “I think a lot of acting is about the feeling of
being isolated and trying to find your way in. Watching yourself and
waiting to be comfortable enough to be candid and
authentic. Wendy's questions about love and connectedness are
very similar to my own, and very similar to ones that I have about
acting. Dustin and I talked a lot about Wendy and shared our own
stories of feeling dissociated or concerned that you're not feeling as
much as you ‘should,’ and how you can get in your own way by
expecting to be graced with any specific emotion. Out of these
conversations I felt totally comfortable on set. I also never had any
doubt that this is a totally universal feeling, which is maybe
something that comes from not being that far out of high school, and
from working at a publication for teenagers.”

Though Wendy does find herself drifting even further from Melanie
as the day goes on, especially after Melanie invites Scott (Hunter
Zimny) and Scott’s friend River (Ben Rosenfield) to come hang out
with them (without having asked Wendy), Wendy does begin to
construct a new connection as the first sparks of romance – or
something like it – fly between her and River. “She obviously is
aware that this is sort of a set-up for her and River, which turns her
off at first, but then she does begin to fall for him a bit,” Defa said.
“Like Claire, Wendy’s also trying something out here. She's certainly
interested in connecting with River, and she's curious about trying to
feel something. She wants to feel and she’s worried about her own
abilities to feel. Teenagers obviously often want to feel everything,
and she wants to feel as much as possible. It’s almost an
experiment to see if she's going to like this situation, if she's going to
like this feeling, and she's also trying to experience it with her full
body and with her full self, and that’s very hard thing to do. You get
lost in thoughts. Trying to open up makes you very raw. So I think
she’s alternating between all those things.”

Though Wendy and River do make out for a bit, she ultimately tells
him what she needs more than anything is a friend. It’s a
mysterious, ambiguous scene, and Gevinson fully embraced those

elements of it. “I wanted to leave what was going on in her head up
to the viewer. A lot of it is still mysterious to me. I felt I knew exactly
what Wendy was talking about in that scene even though she's
speaking in vague terms. I have a range of interpretations and I'm
sure they'll change once I see the movie myself, but I didn't want to
know too much more than she herself does while she's still
experiencing her confusion. I really love what her ambivalence
shows about how differently Wendy and Melanie experience the
world and their own bodies. There's a seamlessness to the way
Melanie moves in and out of interactions with other people, while
the air Wendy moves through is so thick with expectations and
reflections. I've been on both sides of that friendship and I am
endlessly fascinated by that dynamic.”

The film’s other main storyline concerns Bene, who sets out early in
the day to buy an obscure Charlie Parker album. Before he gets
there he stops by the apartment of his girlfriend (Eleonore
Hendricks), where he asks her (as he asks a number of people out
the day) if she likes the shirt he’s wearing – does it seem like it fits
his personality? For Defa, the question evokes Bene’s larger
attempt to investigate his identity over the course of the day.
“There’s an arc there, one I absolutely put in the writing of the script.
Bene starting by wondering if the shirt fits his personality
appropriately, being uncomfortable about it throughout the day. By
the end of the day, after he takes the actions he takes, he starts to
see that shirt – and himself – in a new light.”

The intervening actions are as follows: Bene meets up with Paul
(Buddy Duress), who is selling that Charlie Parker album, and the
two men bond. There’s a palpable chemistry between the two,
which Defa attributes to the fact that both actors are not trained in
the craft. “They're great to watch on-screen, because they’re both
so natural yet unpredictable. Neither of them come from acting
training. They just have natural presences on-screen. I was very
excited to get them together because they have a similar quality.
They’re very true to themselves. They seemed like they could be
very good friends in real life.”

Things take a sharp turn when Bene learns that, in fact, Paul has
scamed him – the record he pays Paul for turns out to be a fake.
Bene then makes it his day’s mission to track Paul down. “I could
imagine falling for a scam from Buddy,” Coopersmith said. “It was a
lot of fun shooting the scene with him where he’s trying to convince
me the record his legitimate – the scene had a nice immediacy to it.”

Defa sees the scam as hitting far deeper than Bene’s wallet. “Bene
feels he's been scammed of money; it's that he feels he been
scammed of something else, since he was going to resell that
record to someone else, and make money to take his girlfriend out
to a nice dinner and then have a party later. Those are the things
that fulfill his life, so having them taken away from him is painful, so
his determination to find Paul and get that money back is certainly
his goal. So we start to discover how important those things are to
him, we discover what drives him. But also, the scam hits at the
very nature of buying and selling records, the fragility of that. This is
Bene’s profession, buying and selling records and trying to make big
scores. But those big scores have to do with his actual love of music
and his desire to share it with people.”

The anger Bene experiences after he realizes he’s been scammed
was an anger Coopersmith directly connected with. “I could relate to
both sides of the situation – to Bene’s side and to Paul’s side. When
you are scammed like that, you’ve almost got a double reason to get
that money back – because you were scammed out of your money,
but also because you were scammed out of an emotional
connection with this person you bonded over the record with. So the
character really has to set things right. That’s how I try to operate in
the world. Because normally, I’ve found live to be give a little, take a
little. But when you reach out so much and the world pulls back from
you so far, that really can throw you off balance.”
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