
LOS ANGELES — This is 
the city. Five hundred square 
miles of  imagination and 
manipulation, a sun-splashed 
back lot of  dreams landed 
and lost. At the epicenter 
lies Hollywood, a 110-year-
old industry and town, the 
undisputed capital of  the 
entertainment universe. It’s 
home to an economic engine 
of  blockbuster magnitude, 
directly employing a quarter 
million people and pouring $50 
billion into the local market 
each year.

“Almost everyone touches 
it in some way,” says 
Steven Sears (B.A. ’80), a 
successful writer, producer 
and Hollywood fixture for more 
than three decades. “When we go 
to the FSU film screenings, it’s co-
presented by the Business School. I 
get in conversations with people with a 
business degree working with a particular 
company, and they will link that company 
immediately to the entertainment industry. 
It’s a natural part of  the conversation.”

When Florida State University’s College of  
Motion Picture Arts (aka the Film School) was 
born in 1990, legislators hoped it would raise 
homegrown filmmakers who’d help the Sunshine 
State become Hollywood East. But today, close to 
half  of  them head to the Hollywood hills.

Creative talent like 
Ball’s commands 
its own brand of  
representation, and 
that’s where Ryan Saul 
(M.F.A. ’95) has found 
his calling. “I don’t have 
a lot of  patience and I 
have a bit of  an attitude,” 
says Saul, 43, whose 
entrée into the literary 
agent world would never 
have happened without his 
FSU pedigree. Years ago as 
a lowly, unlicensed assistant, 
Saul was not supposed to be 
pitching scripts, but fellow 
alumnus John Webb (M.F.A. 
’96) had penned a screenplay 
called “Fake ID” and Saul 
mentioned it to colleagues.

“I had to go in and tell my boss, ‘For some reason 
these people think I’m an agent,’” Saul remembers 
with a laugh. “That’s the bad news. The good 
news is that I sold the script.”

  Saul’s boss talked him through the 
negotiations, and later he landed a million-
dollar script deal for 1995 Film School 
grad Ron Friedman (“Gullible’s Travels”). 
Today, Saul works for the famed APA 
Talent and Literary Agency and can 
get just about any studio executive to 
return his phone calls. Of  course, 
it doesn’t hurt that one of  his 
clients is named Ball — Wes Ball 
(B.F.A. ’02), who Saul predicts 
will become not only the most 
famous Ball in Hollywood but 
the most famous FSU grad.

“Wes has that X factor times 
10,” gushes Saul, who 
signed the phenom right 
after screening Ball’s FSU 
thesis film. “I’m not 
looking for a job for 
him; I’m looking for an 
experience.”

More than 3,000 Florida State 
University graduates call SoCal 
home. And while it can only be 
estimated how many are involved 
exclusively in the region’s 
most famous calling card, the 
connections most likely reach 
Kevin Bacon-like proportions.

ON THE BALL
No other place understands star power like 
Hollywood, but people who work behind the camera 
are just as powerful as their on-screen idols. Writers, 
producers, directors — the beginning of  the creative 
food chain — constitute a commodity of  talent that 
is prerequisite for entertainment success.

Alan Ball, who was just a few credits shy of  
graduating from FSU’s theatre program when he 
went pro in 1980, is estimated to have built a net 
worth of  $55 million. His star shot across the 
Hollywood sky after he won the 1999 Academy 
Award for Best Screenplay (“American Beauty”) 
and before he launched back-to-back Emmy 
Award-winning series on HBO (“Six Feet Under” 
and “True Blood”).

In September, Ball 
makes his major-
motion-picture 
directorial debut 
with the screen 

adaptation 
of  James 

Dashner’s 
post-
apocalyptic 

book “The 
Maze 
Runner.” 

Fans are 
already 
clamoring for 

any morsel of  
information 

about Ball’s 
vision for the 

movie, after the 
FSU grad went 

viral with an eight-
minute, animated  

   short titled “Ruin.” 

“When you try to become a director, it’s really 
about understanding the tools at your disposal to 
tell a story,” says Ball, who modeled the “Ruin” 
scenes inside a computer and even donned a special 
motion-capture suit that helped animate the actor. 

Photo by Ted VanC
leave

 Vires  98 Vires



10YEAR_06260.NEF

300_2406.NEF

10YEAR_01175.NEF

10YEAR_01177.NEF

10YEAR_01729.NEF

“That’s why I became interested 
in sound, digital effects, animation, 

lighting and camera and jumped 
around to all these little jobs so I could 

understand the language.”

Ball grew up in a map-dot Florida town 
called Lake Como, near Palatka, a place 

so remote it boasts a family nudist resort. 
The closest movie theater was an hour 

away, and his fascination with movies came 
from HBO and VHS tapes.

No one in his FSU Film School class would be 
surprised by Ball’s penchant for animation and 

digital effects, which he used in his thesis film, 
“A Work in Progress.” It earned him a student 

Academy Award. 

“Film school was about finding out who I was as a 
storyteller,” says Ball. “It was a playground to find 
myself, as cheesy as that sounds. They gave us all 
the tools we needed to do stuff  … to succeed and 
fail, which is just as important. You can’t do that 
in a professional environment because if  you do 
you’re dead.”

Ball, married to his high school sweetheart, is living 
a charmed life at age 33. Two days after he was 
hired by 20th Century Fox to direct “Maze Runner,” 
the studio purchased his feature-length idea for 
“Ruin,” which is next on his directorial dance card.

CELEBRITY SIGHTINGS
There’s a battle underway to see who will be 
the next Seminole to follow Burt Reynolds and 
Robert Urich (B.A. ’68) onto Hollywood’s Walk 
of  Fame.  Traylor Howard (B.S. ’89) starred in two 
long-running network television series, including 
“Monk”; Megan Boone (B.F.A. ’05) plays a lead 
character in the NBC series “The Blacklist”; and 
Valerie Cruz (B.F.A. ’97) has racked up a lengthy 
list of  credits, including a role in the new Fox 
series “The Following.”    

Then there’s Kelsey Scott (M.F.A. ’99), who this 
year was thrust into the glare of  the Hollywood 
spotlight with a supporting role in “12 Years a 
Slave,” which captured the Academy Award for 
Best Picture.

“There’s an elevated level of  pressure,” Scott says 
of  the recognition, “everything from your next 
project to the expectation that things are smooth 
sailing from now on, which is not the case. I think 
every actor starts over every single day. It looks 
very glamorous from the outside, but there’s a lot 
of  paddling beneath the surface that you don’t 
really see because you’re not supposed to. It’s 
supposed to have that gloss on it.”

A stage performer since age 6, the Atlanta native 
struck a deal with her late mother that first 
required her to earn a “useful” academic degree 
before chasing the actor’s life. Scott made good on 
the deal, graduating in broadcast journalism from 
Florida A&M University before enrolling in FSU’s 
Film School, where she learned the art from top 
to bottom. 

“When I first moved to California from FSU, I was 
ready to be the multi-hyphenate,” says Scott, 
“the actor-writer-director-producer, which is what 
I was doing in grad school. I learned really quickly 
that it made me seem unfocused or indecisive, so I 
intentionally stopped acting for a while so I could 
build up my career in these other places and be 
taken seriously.”

That stop included writing. Scott penned the 
screenplay for the feature film “Motives” and 
a sequel by the same name, and also returned 
to Tallahassee for two years as a screenwriting 
professor in the Film School. But her favored 
“child” is acting, and Scott believes her mom is a 
guardian angel leading her back to what she calls 
her “home.” Two years ago the audition for “12 
Years a Slave” was being staged in New Orleans, 
and the hefty airfare was a stretch.

“Up until the last few minutes, I wasn’t sure I was 
going to hand over the credit card. And I thought, 
‘You know, if  I can’t take a risk on myself, how can 
I expect other people to do it?’”

Scott made the trip but thought she bombed the 
audition for a small, two-line part. She was on her 
way home when the director called her back — to 
read for a larger role. “Playing it safe only gets you 
so far,” says Scott. “I could have stayed right here 
and never been a part of  this.”

commemorating the anniversary of  a 
plane crash that killed the entire Marshall 
University football team.  

That planted the seed of  a screenplay 
for the feature-length movie “We 

Are Marshall,” starring Matthew 
McConaughey. “I was 24 when I sold 

it and 25 when we started making it,” 
Linden recalls. “The first day of  ‘We 
Are Marshall’ was the first time I 

had ever been on a movie set. It 
was incredibly exciting.”

Linden’s own story 
reads like a 
movie script. 

THE NATURAL
FSU’s Hollywood 
success stories 
emerge from every 
discipline. Just ask 
Jamie Linden (B.S. 
’01). When the 
second-generation 
Seminole was on 
track to earn his 
business degree in 
only three years, his 
parents encouraged 
him to find a second 
major so he could enjoy 
the full FSU experience, 
as they had done. Linden 
spent his senior year as a 
communication major.

“My parents will tell you 
I was a bit listless growing 
up,” says Linden, who 
returned to campus in May as 
a commencement speaker. “I 
was definitely not one of  those kids who knew what 
they wanted to do with any sort of  confidence.”

After spending his first year in Hollywood as a 
script reader, writing the producer’s synopsis for 
hundreds of  screenplays, Linden was bounced 
from his job. With time on his hands, he wrote a 
comedy script that he sold to Warner Bros. — a 
deal that included an option to write one more. 
He pitched an idea that had fascinated him since 
reading an article in the student newspaper FSView, 

He came to Hollywood on a lark and won $5,000 
on the “Price is Right” game show, enough to 
cover living expenses for his first few months in 
town. Today, his writing credits include the screen 
adaptation of  Nicholas Sparks’ book “Dear John” 
and the feature film “Ten Years,” loosely based on 
his Orlando high school reunion, which he also 
directed. Linden’s “to do” list includes an animated 
script for Disney Pixar, the rewrite for a Jodie 
Foster movie and a new deal for adapting the kids’ 
comedy book “Noggin,” which he will also direct.

Opposite (top to bottom): Literary 

agent Ryan Saul strikes a familiar pose.  

Wes Ball on the set of “Maze Runner.” 

This page (top to bottom): Kelsey Scott 

(right) on the set of “12 Years a Slave.” 

Jamie Linden walks the Vanity Fair red 

carpet with girlfriend  Zooey Deschanel.  

Linden directs Channing Tatum and 

others in the film “10 Years.”
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Bell is head of  production and 
development for Ivan Reitman’s 
Montecito Picture Co., the creative force 
behind “Animal House,” “Stripes” and 
“Ghostbusters.” For “Draft Day,” she 
penciled herself  into the starting lineup. 
“As producer you find the script, 
you attach the director, you help the 
director cast the movie, you make the 
deals and you oversee the budget. 
You are really the one that has to 
make sure that the train stays on the 
tracks so the director and actors can 
go to work every day and deliver on 
those scenes.”

Her 15-hour days are paying off. 
The Hollywood Reporter tabbed 
Bell one of  the industry’s up-
and-coming executives and, 
to top it off, she personally 
screened “Draft Day” for 
the FSU football team the 
night before their national 
championship game.

THE SEMINOLE 
FAMILY
Although they come 
from different eras 
and disciplines, FSU 
alumni who work in 
Southern California’s 
entertainment business 
embrace their common 
experience. Linden 
shoots hoops with 
a cadre of  fellow 
FSU grads. Wes Ball 
shares an office with 
alumni Justin Barber 
and T.S. Nowlin, 
whom he hired to 
finish the “Maze 
Runner” script. 
King and Scott 
serve on the 
Film School’s 

“The day I sold that 
first script I had only 

$8.67 in my checking 
account,” Linden remembers. 

“I was at the end of  my rope, 
and my life changed overnight. 

It was sort of  an amazing turning 
point. And the fact that I’ve been 

able to do this for 10 years — I still 
pinch myself.”

IT’S A BUSINESS
Los Angeles may be the City of  

Angels, but the devil is in the details.

As executive vice president of  
production for Participant Media, 

Jonathan King (M.F.A. ’92) stands 
watch over three to six films per year 

with combined budgets reaching $100 
million. Participant is a financing 
company, and King likens his role 
to that of  a general contractor on a 
building site. His projects have ranged 
from small foreign language films like 
the Oscar-nominated “No” to epic 
productions like Steven Spielberg’s 
Academy Award-winning “Lincoln.” 

“I like 
putting 
together 
a slate of  
movies every year, 
making sure we’re 
meeting the mandate 
of  the company,” says 
King, “which is to make 
entertainment that inspires, 
educates and motivates social 
change.”

Participant’s owner and financier, eBay 
baron Jeffrey Skoll, has created a movie 
company with a mission to align films with 
social action efforts. King, who earned an 
undergraduate degree in history and political 
science from Stanford University, thought he’d 
have a career in public policy or government — 
and he does, in a way.  

“Sometimes a movie doesn’t make a hundred 
million dollars at the box office but, because of  
the efforts of  people in our company who focus 
on real-world impact, it makes a difference.”

Discovering new talent is a recurring source of  
satisfaction among producers. Ali Bell (B.F.A. ’99) 
lights up when talking about how she discovered 
the rookie writers of  her new film “Draft Day,” 
starring Kevin Costner.

“Being with them the first day of  shooting and 
getting to see the looks on their faces, how excited 
they were, is something I’ll never forget,” says Bell.

Dean’s Council of  
Alumni. And Saul 
teaches a distance-
learning class for FSU 
film students, complete 
with practical tips about 
the movie business and 
life in Hollywood. “We’re 
slowly building our own 
FSU Film School mafia,” 
says Bell.

But mostly, they’re just proud. 
“When I was in Sarasota as 
part of  the second Film School 
class, it was a 100-percent work in 
progress,” says King. “I’m proud of  
what it turned into, and it’s rewarding 
that in a small way we were part of  
shaping that.”

Sears, who has a cult following as one of  
the creative geniuses behind the “Xena: 
Warrior Princess” series, has been a longtime 
judge of  the College Television Awards, better 
known as the Student Emmys. “I remember 
when I first started doing it, the person in charge 
would tell us to be generous with the schools that 
could not afford access,” Sears remembers, “to try 
and not compare them to the big schools like USC, 
UCLA and AFI.”

“Now when I judge, the admonishment is to not 
compare these other colleges to USC, UCLA and 
FSU. The first time she said that, I just sat back 
and said, ‘This is awesome.’” 

Producer Jonathan King in the 

offices of Participant Media.

      Left: Writer/Producer Steven Sears.    

 Below: Ali Bell and actor Chadwick 

Boseman on the set of “Draft Day.”
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