More than a Paddle
By Paul Bachleitner

Director Steven Brill has coy round eyes and a smile as sly as Bill Murray’s.

Dry humor rolls from his tongue with an effortlessness that makes you wonder how he got stuck directing a dog of a film like Without a Paddle. The teen comedy opens in Twin Cities theaters August 18 and features Gen X stars Seth Green (Dr. Evil’s son in the Austin Powers franchise) and Matthew Lillard (Scream and Scooby Doo franchises).

The stubble on Brill’s cheeks and wrinkled pants resemble the appearance of a stand-up comedian more than a Hollywood director. It’s no surprise that he also writes and acts and likes directing the least.

“Directors have to stay on the set the whole time,” he said, “and have to answer questions about what color a hat should be.”

Twin Cities audiences are familiar with the Mighty Ducks film franchise, which provided Brill’s Hollywood breakthrough. He wrote the screenplays for all three films and was the executive producer for the last two. He most recently directed the Adam Sandler vehicles Little Nicky and Mr. Deeds.

Thankfully Brill didn’t write the script to Without a Paddle. Green, Lillard, and Dax Shepard (MTV’s “Punked”) head home to Oregon for the funeral of a childhood friend. They honor him with a mindless decision to canoe down a frothing wild river to pursue a bank robber’s hidden stash.

This potentially fertile premise instead becomes an excuse for 90-minutes worth of fart jokes, sexual innuendo, and easy pot shots at hillbillies.

More interesting, however, was that Brill shot the film in New Zealand, which saved on cost and had a few added benefits. For starters, he was able to use the talented film crew of acclaimed Lord of the Rings trilogy director, Peter Jackson.

Brill was thrilled that New Zealand stuntmen were more laid back than their American counterparts. “In America they’d be like, ‘Sir, if you’re going to go down the river, you’re going to have to wear this and that.’ In New Zealand they’re like, ‘Yeah, yeah, go down the river. If you fall we’ll get you.’”

Not that Brill was ever really worried about the actors. “Actors are very replaceable, you know…but we were reasonably careful and the guys were reasonably young and fit.”

The film’s major reward was the opportunity to shoot a few scenes with Burt Reynolds. Brill still carries around his cell phone number.

“We would drive around in a Trans Am in between when he wasn’t working. We’d be like Smoky and the Bandit. No, just kidding. I wish we did.”

Brill is currently adding the final touches to Step-Dude, a script he wrote for Paramount Pictures. He hopes to begin filming this fall. Probably about the same time Without a Paddle hits the clearance bin at the video stores.

