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Breaking Upwards and Outwards in a Tough Industry

By Jess Goodwin

In a city where prices are sky-high, everyone has to take
shortcuts. Filmmakers Daryl Wein and Zoe Lister-Jones

made an entire feature — a romantic comedy, even —
using them. With a $15,000 budget they produced a nearly
hour-and-a-half-long film, Breaking Upwards. It’s won a
slew of awards, including last year’s Brooklyn
International Film Festival’s Grand Jury Prize and Best
Narrative Feature. It’s also been shown in 20 festivals
worldwide and was an official selection of 2009’s SXSW
Film Festival Narrative Competition, where it premiered.

Lister-Jones, who grew up in Brooklyn, met Wein
while they attended the NYU Tisch School of the Arts.
Breaking Upwards follows the two, starring as semi-
fictionalized, same-named versions of themselves: a New
York City couple who have decided to plot out their own
break-up, easing out of their monogamous relationship
into something more ... loose. They pick days of the week
to spend together; the other days are spent entirely apart
from one another, and after a while they begin to venture
into the arms of others.

“Two years into our
relationship we entered into an
open relationship,” explained
Wein at a screening at the IFC
Center — IFC picked up the
movie for $40,000 — last Friday.
“We were really communicative
about it and hyper-aware of what
we were doing, and I thought it’d
make a great movie.”

Heavily autobiographical, the
script was first penned by Wein,
who also directed the feature,
with the help of his friend Peter
Duchan. They showed the script
to Lister-Jones, who edited it to
add a female perspective and
make it less one-sided. 

“When he said he was writing
about it, I was extremely weirded
out,” said Lister-Jones with a
laugh. “But it ended up being
very therapeutic.” 

The movie spans about a year, over which not a whole
lot happens. Subplots are introduced that don’t go
anywhere, like Daryl’s parents relationship — he keeps
berating his dad about being unhappy with his mom and
not doing anything about it, but nothing ever comes of it.
It’s addressed once or twice with no resolution. Loose
ends like this are typically a big no-no in film, but work
here, giving the plot a realistic credibility. These little
potential subplots are the sort of things that happen every
day, and usually without a conclusive outcome. This
open-endedness translates into the overall plot: the end is
ambiguous — there’s no way to tell what happens with
Daryl and Zoe. 

Despite its small budget (and a few soft focus shots,
giving the movie a blurred look at times), Breaking
Upwards feels more like a “real movie” than many others
made on next to nothing. Part of this is its cast — Wein
and Lister-Jones are both somewhat unknowns (though
Lister-Jones’s acting career has been steadily rising since
2004), but Julie White, Peter Friedman and Andrea Martin
are all familiar faces. Olivia Thirlby also lends her talent,
along with her “Bored to Death” co-star Heather Burns, as
a potential love interest to Daryl.

Aspiring — and broke — filmmakers may be
scratching their heads. How’d these guys pull it off? The
simple answer: shortcuts. The cast wore their own

clothing and did their own hair and
make-up. The crew, mostly
youngsters looking for experience,
were hired off Craigslist.

Well, shortcuts and some luck.
The camera and lighting equipment
already belonged to the director of
photography (who bought it with the
inheritance money his grandmother
left him to go to film school),
cutting down their costs
significantly. Thirlby, an old high-
school friend of Wein’s, was happy
to help them out. Lister-Jones knew
Julie White from their theater work;
White, along with Friedman and
Martin all worked at the SAG
minimum of $100 a day.

“It was hard because we didn’t
have money to pay the crew
members,” said Wein at the

screening. “Our friends helped out, people from Craigslist
who just have a love of film.”

“All our actors were in plays at the time,” added Lister-
Jones, “so we were only shooting three days a week.”

As of yet they have yet to see any money. Most of what
IFC gave them was spent on marketing, and paying back
what they initially borrowed. Wein is currently working
with Duchan on another script, and later this year Lister-
Jones with be featured in films with Ryan Gosling and
Angelina Jolie. According to Wein, the couple have a
couple of scripts they’d like to move forward with.

Breaking Upwards is showing at the IFC Center in
Greenwich Village.




