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The last time I talked to Todd Sklar he was in a van in a 
snowdrift, having gone off the road during a tour to promote his film “Box 
Elder,” (‘A movie about dudes being dudes’) near Ames, Ia.

This time I caught him eating breakfast in a hotel in Milwaukee, where 
he spoiled the rhapsodic description of his steal-cut oatmeal and fruit by 
admitting a 3 am chicken strip eating contest had taken the edge of his 
appetite.

This is just all part of life when you are trying to re-calibrate the movie 
distribution system in America.

Sklar is on his way to the Trylon Cinema in Minneapolis tonight where 
he and his pals on the Range Life Entertainment bus will end their 2009 
national tour by showing two movies: the comedy noir “Assassination of 
a High School President” (with Mischa Barton and Bruce Willis) and the 
air-drumming comedy “Adventures of Power” (with Michael McKean and 
Jane Lynch.)

They are two of the 14 films which Sklar has had on the road since early 
September. (This is the second visit to Minnesota on the tour.)

The movie theater isn’t big but the idea is to build buzz. When Sklar went 
on the road last year he took movies that didn’t have distribution deals. 
This year that’s still true of about half his stable, but the other half do have 
deals, and as in the case of both “Assassination” and “Adventures” got a 
lot of festival love before falling foul of the economy.

“While we were kind of honing in and figuring out how to make this little 
road apparatus work as a distribution method,” Sklar says, “I think the rest 
of the distribution landscape continued to fall apart. I think they thought 
that everything bottomed out and levelled out last year, but the sky was 
still falling apparently because at this point it’s interesting that a lot of the 
larger films, and even the films that we are working with partners on, are 
even more excited and more aggressive on what they are doing with us 
than some of the smaller ones.”

Sklar admits that sometimes he’s not as convinced as the folks he’s 
working with that what they are doing is working.

“I don’t know that I necessarily feel that it’s working, but everybody 
else feels like it is,” he laughed. “I know we all feel like there’s a lot 
more to improve.”

Sklar says some of the films had offers from companies which then went 
bankrupt. He says films which might seem like naturals for the movie-
plexes have ended up sitting on the shelves for months. He calls them 
“PoW’s of this whole thing.”

Sklar claims that there are now so many gatekeepers in the distribu-
tion business that it makes it hard for some worthy movies to get into 
theaters. So that’s where Sklar comes in with his quick hit shows at 
colleges and art houses.

“It’s easier for us to do that than for a distributor to open for a week in 
40 cities,” he says. He points to “Assassination” as a case in point. After 
several attempts to get it into theaters failed, the distributor asked Range 
Life to take it on the road.

“We have no business being a part of a movie like that,” Sklar says. 
“But at the same time it’s very indicative of the current state of the film 
industry.” He immediately agreed to the deal.

Sklar says Range Life offers a low-cost, high efficiency way of generat-
ing interest in a movie before it comes out on DVD.

Meanwhile he is still promoting his original mission, promoting low-
budget movies that don’t have a distributor, but he thinks deserves an 
audience.

Another less publicized part of this tour is Sklar and his associates have 
been creating a network of people in each city they visit which they 
hope they can use to promote some of the movies when the Range Life 
van isn’t on the road. He hopes they can be showing films, or even mak-
ing films which can come together through this network.

“A little ‘Range Life’ army around the country,” Sklar says. He hopes it 
could lead to what he calls a whole new generation of content. He says 
he couldn’t have made his own first feature without help and this could 
provide a framework for future film makers.

As for his own film work it has been on hold because of the touring, but 
he hopes to have a couple of pieces in play soon. He just produced a 
film with writer/director Dean Peterson called “Incredibly Small” which 
he hopes will be out in the spring. He is also writing a film with one of 
the stars of “Box Elder” which they will shoot in the summer. “It’s taken 
a lot longer than it probably should have,” he says.

He promises a Minneapolis show.

“The Twin Cities is the core of what we do,” Sklar says. “You’ve got to 
bring it back home.

Sklar and his pals will be at the Trylon tonight at 7 for “Adventures of 
Power” and 9 for “Assassination of a High School President.”

On the road with Range Life’s Todd Sklar - and a van 
full of movies - Posted at 2:47 PM on December 15, 2009 by Euan Kerr

MINNESOTA.PUBLICRADIO.ORG

http://minnesota.publicradio.org/collections/special/columns/state-of-the-arts/
archive/2009/12/on-the-road-with-range-lifes-todd-sklar.shtml
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Concessions: Concessions: Rome Is Burning
by Lindy West

I have no idea if Todd Sklar is a good filmmaker, but he’s quite the convincing 
pitchman. The 25-year-old Minneapolis native turned bearded Missourian turned 
quasi-homeless, film-hawking vagabond started Range Life Entertainment in 2008, 

after growing frustrated with trying to distribute his first feature film (called Box Elder, it’s 
about coming of age, like first films tend to be) through the traditional model. Basically 
that meant getting in a 1986 Dodge van with his friends (“It isn’t like we didn’t have the 
money to buy a better van, but we didn’t have the money to buy a better van”), driving 
around the country for a few months, convincing people to watch his film, and then having 
parties. Using experience as a music promoter, he applied the model of touring bands to 
film distribution: “I just figured, how would I like to find out about this?... We’ll go into a 
city and find out what makes that city tick.”

That first tour, to their semi-surprise, achieved “weird, oddball success,” and, thanks 
to Sklar’s beardy charm and connections he made working at Sundance, distribution 
companies took notice. “The prevailing distribution model was falling apart, and we were 
a really easy thing to point to as an alternative,” he told me. Range Life began partnering 
with other independent films as a kind of pro bono grassroots marketing team, hand-
tailoring each screening/party for each film and each market. For now, they live on the road, 
no home base.

Sklar wears a hat with a feather in it and says “awesome” a lot. Everything is awesome. They started the tour, he said, for “the 
experience of just doing something awesome” and encouraged the audience to go out and “do awesome stuff.” At Monday night’s 
Visioneers afterparty, I told him about a piece-of-shit job I used to have and how it killed my soul. That, too, was “awesome.” Sklar’s 
frank, bro-down enthusiasm is a big part of his appeal: He’s a film-obsessive who cites Truffaut’s The 400 Blows as a life-changer, but 
his conversation drips with practical business savvy. It’s not all about the art. Range Life is building a network of satellite teams in 
each city, aggregating valuable data about its audiences (who goes to which screening of which film, what brand of beer they order), 
and currently fielding, and turning down, buyout offers from big companies.

“The beauty of being young and dumb and idealistic is that none of us are really at the point where we’re ready to be exploited,” Sklar 
said. “But we’re very cheap labor, and the labor is incredibly valuable.”

Range Life is an investment. I do not know if—nor do I completely understand how—Sklar and his bros will revolutionize indie-film 
distribution or how you “buy” or “sell” six best friends working their asses off in a shitty van. But that’s their plan, and Sklar 
makes it sound, you know, awesome. “If Rome is burning,” he said, “what a great time to have a pail of water and a hammer.”

http://www.thestranger.com/seattle/concessions/Content?oid=2359169



2010 SPRING TOUR PACKAGE - PAGE 19

Trailblazing Filmmaker Todd Sklar CuTS The 
middle (aged) man ouT oF independenT Film

by Brian Heffernan photography by Dean Peterson

It’s around 10 o’clock on Sunday night. Todd Sklar rides shotgun 
in his white ’98 Dodge Regency tour van amid a sea of Starburst 
wrappers. Out the window, twenty-somethings wearing skinny-leg 
jeans and thrift-store tops cruise by on fixed-gear bicycles. 16th 
and Valencia — the Mecca of San Francisco hipsterdom. This area 
is perfect. Sklar is here to recruit.

A few hours earlier, Box Elder, Sklar’s own slice-of-life comedy 
flick about college “dudes, bros and dude-bros,” made its San 
Francisco debut. Its physical humor and improv dialogue are as 
meandering and off-the-wall as the college-aged audiences that 
enjoy it most. The film doesn’t pretend to be the typical high-brow 
arthouse indie film, and Sklar, who wrote, directed, produced and 
starred in it, doesn’t pretend that either. 

The film rallied 81 viewers tonight — decent numbers for a first 
screening, perhaps even grab-a-beer-and-celebrate worthy. But 
Sklar has work to do, because he isn’t just the creative vision behind 
Box Elder. No, as head-honcho of the maverick film distribution 
and marketing company, Range Life Entertainment, he and his 
crew of five friends are also the driving force behind sweet talking 
locals into checking out Box Elder and the other three films on tour. 
Tonight, that means hitting the streets with some old-fashioned 
PR and promo work.

After a few minutes of searching, they find a parking spot a 
couple blocks down Mission Street on an empty strip with chain-
locked storefronts. Sklar and his band of bros search the inside 
of the van for flyers. This is their second three-month tour. It’s 
only been two weeks since they shoved off from Columbia, Mo., 
but the van already looks like the inside of a suitcase requiring 
the use of the smell test before putting on any clothes. The flyers 

turn up and the boys hit the streets. 
Sklar, wide-eyed with a big smile, approaches a group of club-

bound girls at the corner of an intersection as they wait for traffic to 
pass. He dons a western button-up, a beard and a headband made 
from the stretched-out sleeve of a t-shirt. Looking almost like a 
young, hip Al Borland, he introduces himself. The spiel takes less 
than thirty seconds. He hands them the flyers. They hash out the 
details: 7:30 p.m. The Clay Theatre on Fillmore. Free admittance 
with the flyer. They are excited. Sklar is excited. See you there.

Shaking hands and taking names — this is Todd Sklar. At only 
25, he is pioneering the future of independent film distribution 
and marketing by doing the one thing that seemed obvious to 
him — taking it straight to his audience. For Sklar and his film Box 
Elder that means cruising the Mission, staying busy on Facebook 

and talking it up in college town bars. The independent film world 
is paying attention.  

 “Right now, everyone’s talking about film distribution,” says 
Mike Mohan, chief content producer at the Sundance Film Festival. 
Years ago, he says, a filmmaker wrote a script, shot the film, and 
then hoped it would premier at Sundance and get picked up by a 
distributor. He or she would walk off with a royalties check and 

Unless yoU are jUst doing it 
for fUn, yoU mUst have yoUr 

own distribUtion plans.    - Mike Mohan

SHAkINg HANDS 
AND

TAkINg NAMES

 1 02.09 / 944.com
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start the next project. 
But since a high mark in 2002, annual box office ticket sales 

have decreased 17 percent, nearly 270 million less tickets, by 2008 
according to the Motion Picture Association of America. “The new 
reality is that distributors are putting out fewer and fewer movies,” 
says Mohan. “Unless you are just doing it for fun, you must have 
your own distribution plans. It has to be Plan B, if not Plan A.” 

For Sklar it was always Plan A. The ideas for his method of 
distribution came straight from the flick that got him hooked on 
filmmaking: The 400 Blows, by François Truffaut. “The film itself 
is based on coming-of-age and naturalism themes,” says Sklar. 
“The film’s editing, casting choices and everything else about it 
reflected that.”

Sklar wanted to apply that approach to his own film, even down 
to how it physically got to the audiences. That meant rounding up 

some buddies to distribute the film in the most organic, college-
like way possible — jump in a van and go on a road trip.

Conveniently, he already had some experience with promoting 
local events and concerts in his college town of Columbia. That 
set Sklar apart. “You go to film school. You learn how to use a 
camera,” says Mohan. “You don’t learn how to contact theatres 
across the country and get them to play your movie at 7 p.m.” 

Sklar decided to bypass the standard film fest cycle and go 
straight for the niche audience that has remained largely untapped 
by independent film marketers, but that he knew would love his 
film — college kids. “It’s like in There Will Be Blood when Daniel 
says, ‘There’s a whole ocean of oil under our feet!’” says Sklar. 

Once the audience is at the theatre, attending the film transcends 
just watching a movie. It becomes an event supporting Sklar’s 
cause. Attendees meet Sklar and his gang who’ve traveled from 

Todd Sklar (at right) and his promotional 

posse, takin’ it to the streets
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Missouri to get them to watch the film. Afterwards, they have a 
Q&A session with the filmmakers, actors and Sklar. And then get 
invited to hang out with everyone at the after party. The community 
between the audience members builds naturally. They feel part 
of the team, and that excitement is viral.

“The event culture of it has a nice penumbra effect,” says Alex 
Cohen, a professor specializing in film distribution at UC-Berkeley. 
“You have a large group of people who are willing to tell others 
about it.” He compares it to the 1971 cult film, The Hellstrom 
Chronicle, which virtually took over town after town by blanketing 
them with fliers promoting a one-time screening of the movie. 

The difference now, Cohen says, is that Sklar has mediums 
like social networking sites to get people’s attention.  The biggest 
obstacle now is breaking through the clutter. Piling into a van and 
hand-delivering a film is one way that’s accomplished. It’s like 
writing someone a letter in the era of e-mails. It just means more.

“A lot of people have gone out and done the self distribution 
thing unsuccessfully,” says Mohan. “Sklar’s just one of the only 
people who’ve come out not beaten down.” That he hasn’t burned 

out is a testament to how driven he is. He has also organized the 
Spring 2009 tour while working on two scripts and producing one 
film, with three more in the works. But perhaps Sklar’s biggest 
strength and his most genuine attribute, is his ability to make 
people believe before experiencing it. 

Earlier, the same night as his grassroots PR work in the Mission, 
Sklar and two fellow Range Lifers sit on the sidewalk under the 
neon-lit Clay Theatre marquee. Box Elder started only moments 
ago. Outside, they reflect and rehash how well the tour had been 
going the past two weeks.  

A young couple walks toward the theatre after grabbing dinner 
down the street at Dino’s Pizza. The guy stops momentarily and 
eyes one of the tour posters — an opportunity for one final pitch. 
Sklar seizes it. Tells them what he and his friends are doing. Tells 
them that they’ve only missed the credits. Tells them how much 
they mean.

“Just sneak in. If you don’t like it, just leave.” 
They don’t leave. Afterward, they buy a DVD. They say they’ll 

come back to see the three other films. They do. That is Todd Sklar. 

Social networking from hotel rooms plays a large role 

in Sklar’s guerrilla film distribution methods
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RANGE LIFE ENTERTAINMENT is a privately-held film exhibition and marketing company. Founded by 
Todd Sklar after the innovative and successful self-release of his debut feature Box Elder, Range Life is 
committed to breaking distribution boundaries and connecting creative communities through it's cross-

country touring platform. Centered on event-based screenings and niche-targeted marketing, Range Life 
will program close to 40 new features in theaters across the country through its 2009 touring programs. 

For more information, please visit www.RangeLifeEntertainment.com


