A Film Studio Fires a Director, Raising Eyebrows in Hollywood
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 LOS ANGELES, Aug. 24 - Replacing a director, even a first-timer, during production is rare in Hollywood. John Badham took over for Martin Brest two weeks into filming on MGM's  "WarGames," in 1983. And Brian Levant grabbed the directing reins from Steve Rash on Universal's "Beethoven" in 1992.

 On Aug. 6 Warner Brothers booted Ted Griffin as director of his original story inspired by the 1967 classic "The Graduate" and replaced him with Rob Reiner 12 days into shooting. The script, about a young woman from Pasadena who discovers that her grandmother was the inspiration for the Mrs. Robinson character in "The Graduate," was strong enough to lure a cast of top-notch actors, led by Jennifer Aniston.

 But you have to go back to 1980, according to the Motion Picture Academy Library, to find another instance of Warner booting a director off a project ("Superman II").

What has raised eyebrows about the case of the "untitled Reiner/Griffin comedy," as it is now known, is that Mr. Griffin, hot off his scripts for Ridley Scott's "Matchstick Men" and Steven Soderbergh's "Ocean's Eleven," had been putting his personal stamp on the original, quirky screenplay for more than three years. And Mr. Soderbergh agreed to produce Mr. Griffin's directorial debut project with his partner in the production company Section Eight, George Clooney, who had starred in "Ocean's Eleven" with Ms. Aniston's husband, Brad Pitt, who also recently starred in Warner's "Troy."
The film, also stars Kevin Costner, Shirley MacLaine, Mark Ruffalo and Mena Suvari. It no longer stars Charlie Hunnam, Leslie Ann Warren, Tony Bill and Greta Scacchi. They were scratched by the new director, Mr. Reiner ("When Harry Met Sally").

 None of the principals involved in the production were available for comment, and studio spokesmen declined to discuss the changes except to confirm that Mr. Griffin had been replaced by Mr. Reiner.

 "It's highly unusual, especially at the level of major studio pictures," said Mr. Bill, who took over directing the 1990 film "Crazy People" in midstream. "It's bad corporate P.R. But it's also very tough to do. It would be a challenge for anyone to step into someone's original movie. The studio went to an experienced director who had done this kind of movie before."

 Soon after the movie started shooting on July 21 in Los Angeles, one Paramount producer (who would not comment for attribution) was waiting to set his next film's start date based on the availability of a key cast member of the Griffin comedy, he said, when he learned that the production had fallen several days behind in the first week. "It was going incredibly slow," said Ms. Aniston's manager at Brillstein-Grey, Mark Gurvitz.

 On Aug. 5, Mr. Griffin fired his cinematographer, Ed Lachman, who has a reputation for hand-holding rookie directors like Sofia Coppola ("The Virgin Suicides"). "You don't fire a director over the look of a film," Mr. Lachman commented.

 At that point, apparently, the ax was also hovering above Mr. Griffin's head. The studio president, Alan Horn, who had been a partner with Mr. Reiner at Castle Rock Entertainment, had already asked his old friend, who hasn't had a hit since  "A Few Good Men" in 1992, to rescue the troubled movie.

 Mr. Gurvitz said the studio informed Ms. Aniston, who had contractual approval of the film's director, that Mr. Griffin was leaving the project. She was introduced to Mr. Reiner and gave him her blessing. On Aug. 6, Mr. Soderbergh called Mr. Griffin into his office anddismissed him, the studio confirmed.

 Ms. MacLaine, who plays the grandmother who had an affair with the young Mr. Costner, said she was surprised when she heard of the director change. She said of her experience with Mr. Griffin, "I certainly wasn't unhappy."

 On Aug. 9 the studio shut down production while Mr. Reiner made script, cast and crew changes and prepared to start filming again on Aug. 18. The director swiftly replaced Ms. Warren with Kathy Bates (who won the best actress Oscar for his 1990 film "Misery"), Mr. Hunnam with Mike Vogel ("The Texas Chainsaw Massacre") and Mr. Bill with the screen heavy Chris McDonald ("Thelma and Louise"). Warner is expected to scrap Mr. Griffin's footage, the usual practice in such situations. The studio declined to comment.

As news of Mr. Griffin's replacement by Mr. Reiner spread, industry publications and Internet sites picked up the story. While Variety reported that Ms. Aniston was said to have been unhappy with the film's look and tone, Mr. Gurvitz responded that the actress had never looked at dailies and had never called the studio. "She voiced her concerns," he said, to the film's on-site producer, Paula Weinstein. (She was on the set and did not return calls.)

 One Internet blog called "A fly on the wall" detailed crew reports that Mr. Costner was leading a cast mutiny against the young director. But Steve Rabineau, Mr. Griffin's agent, said Mr. Costner had not yet started filming his scenes and was the first cast member who called to console Mr. Griffin. Mr. Costner also gave him the use of his Santa Barbara house, Mr. Rabineau said. "Ted's writing got this great cast," he added. "It's a shame he can't see it out. It was a traumatic thing for everyone."

 There's also the possibility that Mr. Griffin's old role as "Ocean's Eleven" writer was a complicating factor. Mr. Rabineau said that when Section Eight asked Mr. Griffin to write "Ocean's Twelve," he passed. He did one rewrite before production, but demurred, Mr. Rabineau said, when asked for another polish, in order to prepare his own movie.

 Mr. Rabineau said Mr. Soderbergh was not happy with the early footage and expressed his concerns to the studio. Mr. Soderbergh declined to comment while he was editing "Ocean's Twelve."

 "If you put a director on a set with a talented producer, cast and crew and plenty of money available, it's pretty hard not to do a decent job directing," Mr. Bill said. "If an actress isn't lit right, you don't fire the director. If there's a conflict between the director and an actor, the big dog wins in our business. That dog is the star. Every movie is a shotgun wedding between director and actors. It doesn't always work out."
