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Film SF’s Executive Director
Susannah Greason Robbins 
and Film Commission President
Denise Bradley Tyson
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Loving the Locals! 
These famous faces were born 
in San Francisco. 
Clint Eastwood
Liev Schreiber 
Eric Dane 
Josh Harnett 
Leslie Mann
Jamie Chung
Aya Cash 
Alicia Silverstone
BD Wong
Lisa Bonet
Natalie Wood
Courtney Thorne-Smith
Danny Glover
Bruce Lee
Courtney Love 
Benjamin Bratt 

Hollywood North
The Bay Area has been and is still
home to stars of the big and small
screens. Here’s a sampling of famous 
folks with Northern California ties.
Tiburon
Robin Williams
Ross
Sean Penn
Robin Wright Penn
Dylan Penn
Mill Valley
Peter Coyote
Connie Nielsen
San Bruno
Suzanne Somers
Burlingame
Dianna Agron 
Hillsborough
Bing Crosby
Eric Dane
Kathy Garver
San Mateo
Dennis Haysbert
Redwood City
Linda Cardellini
Bela Lugosi
Woodside
Shirley Temple Black
Menlo Park
Courtney Thorne-Smith

Palo Alto
Dave Franco
James Franco
Amy Irving
Rick Rossevich
Saratoga
Olivia de Havilland
Joan Fontaine
Cupertino
Aaron Eckhart
Sunnyvale
Teri Hatcher
San Jose
Josh Holloway
Kate Walsh
Oakland
David Carradine
Robert Culp
Mark Hamill 
Tom Hanks
Bruce Lee
Brandon Lee
Zendaya
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I
t was a Monday, the first
of April in the year 1912,
when the town of Niles
(now a historic part of
Fremont) was invaded by

a small army. Fifty-two mem-
bers of the Essanay Film
Manufacturing Company had
arrived by train from Chicago.
For a town with a population 

of only 1400, the introduction of the Essanay would prove
transformational. The firm was founded in the Windy City in

1907 by George Spoor and Gilbert Anderson. Five years later,
the nascent film industry was growing by leaps and bounds.

Spoor and Anderson set their sights on California for its
warm year-round weather. By 1913, Essanay had a full-

blown studio built, complete with bungalows, to house
the Essanay crew. 

A year later, Charlie Chaplin was added to the ros-
ter of Essanay actors. During that time, a minimum of
two 15-minute one-reeler movies were made in Niles
each week. The whole town helped provide backdrop

for these films and local residents frequently loaned
everything from bric-a-brac to a kitchen stove to

the prop masters at the studios. On at least one
occasion, a six-month-old baby was borrowed
for filming. Prior to Chaplin’s arrival, the com-
panies combined annual salaries (the staff was
approximately 80 people) added up to

$200,000. The cost of each film was approxi-
mately $800 and brought in as much as $15,000.
That all changed with Chaplin who signed a con-
tract for $75,000 per year. Was he worth it?

Numbers don’t lie. Chaplin’s films
raked in close to $125,000 each!

By 1917, the tide shifted from
Fremont to Hollywood. Upstart
film companies Paramount, Metro,
and Universal were providing 

massive competition and Chaplin demanded more money. He signed with
United Artists in 1919 after they agreed to give him complete control over 
his films. Essanay shut down operations and a little piece of film history
came to a close in the Bay Area.

CHARLIE
CHAPLIN IN
FREMONT

Silent films got a start 
in the South Bay.

I
Natalie Wood

Essanay Studios



The first moving picture ever made 
took place on Senator Leland Stanford’s

sprawling farm in Palo Alto. Made in 1878
by Edward Muybridge, the film, titled

“Horse in Motion,” showcased ground-
breaking motion photography. Nearly a

century-and-a-half later, the Bay Area’s ties
to the film industry and state-of-the-art

visual technology are stronger than ever.

BY CORRINE E. MEHIGAN

Hollywood 
North
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San Francisco’s film industry has a long history of
producing critically acclaimed and financially suc-
cessful motion pictures and television programs.
The actors, directors, and producers may come and
go, but one thing remains constant: the crucial
behind-the-scenes role of the San Francisco Film
Commission, which works to develop, recognize,
and promote film activities in the Bay Area.

Together, the 11 members appointed by the mayor of San Francisco
promote the region as a film destination while also working with the
local film community to support local projects with significant ties to
San Francisco. 

Current Commission President Denise Bradley Tyson brings with
her more than 20 years of sales and marketing experience in the enter-
tainment industry, as well as degrees from Stanford and Harvard
Business School. She has worked in a variety of capacities for Warner
Bros., Disney, Viacom, and QVC—from brand licensing and devel-
opment to film distribution and syndication. “I want to see more of
San Francisco on the screen, as I feel so proud when I see our city
and hope that all San Franciscans
feel similarly,” Tyson explains. By
her side is Susannah Greason

Robbins, who became executive director of the Com-
mission in September 2010. Robbins has worked in
various areas of filming, as an assistant producer at
Saatchi & Saatchi, an associate producer and re-
searcher for documentaries on the “American Masters”
series, and as a location scout and location manager of
many feature films in the Bay Area. She also ran a suc-
cessful portrait photography business, which she left to
come back to the film world. “When I see San Fran-
cisco on screen in the theater, I can feel my heart
expand. It makes me so proud of our city,” she says. 

Together, this dream team is responsible for securing
film shoots, coordinating all the details and far more.

You can’t say “Action!” without these
two involved. So who better to take
Gentry on a tour of “Hollywood
North?” We sat down with this dy-
namic duo at the famous Tosca Café, a celebrated San Francisco insti-
tution as well as an infamous backdrop in Sharon Stone and Michael
Douglas’s Basic Instinct. 

The Classics
In some films, San Francisco is as memorable a character as the lead
actors. Robbins and Bradley waxed nostalgic about some of their
favorites, including Harold & Maude. “I remember seeing this as a
teenager and liking its quirkiness and dark humor, as well as the mes-
sage about living life to its fullest,” says Robbins. “And of course I loved

Film SF’s Denise Bradley Tyson
and Susannah Greason Robbins
at Tosca Café.

PH
O

TO
: W

W
W

.J
A

C
KH

U
TC

H
.C

O
M



Mrs. Doubtfire and The joy 
Luck Club-I had devoured 
Amy Tan's book, and was in 
heaven working on that film 
during my first location-
scouting job. Having just 
moved here from NYC, I 
was amazed at how people 
opened their homes to me as 
potential locations to use in the flim. No doubt MILK is another one of my favorites. I 
think the story of Harvey Milk is such an important one for San Francisco, and it was 
beautifully portrayed here in that film." 

"Pursuit of Happiness was one of my favorites," adds Tyson. "That, for me, truly repre-
sents what filmmaking can be at its best in San Francisco. The entire production was 
flimed here and all city departments were coordinated and actively involved. It was very 
inclusive of the community engagement piece, 
including Glide Memorial having a starring role 
for providing the support that Will Smith's 
character needed throughout his journey in the 
film. They actually had some Glide Memorial 
members in the flim, and a contribution was made 
to Glide when the movie opened. We're all very 
proud of that film." 

Location, Location, Location 
It's no secret that many top directors, producers, 
and actors continue to make their home in the Bay 
Area, from George Lucas, Francis Ford Coppola, 
and Chris Columbus to Peter Coyote, Michelle 
Pfeiffer, and David E. Kelley. Clearly, it's the re-
gion's beauty, the creative community, and the fact 
that they can live here without being chased by 
paparazzi-they can have a "normal" life. Director Peter Bratt explains his connections: 

"SF is the place I was born and raised, and so, very simply, it's 
home. It has physical beauty, cultural diversity, and a singular 
fusion of progressive thinking and art. I think it naturally 
draws artists and seekers to its bustling streets and quiet shores 
(and the food ain't bad either!)." 

Today, the most requested film locations are the iconic ones: 
Lombard Street, Valencia Street, along the Embarcadero, 
Alamo Square (the Painted Ladies), Coit Tower, Chrissy 
Field, and the California Street cable car route. Movie lovers 
from around the globe have seen timeless moments on flim: the 
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Transamerica Building as backdrop to Clint East-
wood’s Dirty Harry in 1971; Donald Sutherland wait-
ing for aliens to land on the steps of San Francisco City
Hall in 1978’s Invasion of the Body Snatchers; Chevy
Chase and Goldie Hawn at the Presidio in pursuit of
the albino villain in 1978’s Foul Play; Roger Moore as
James Bond saving the world from an explosion while
hanging off the Golden Gate Bridge in A View to a Kill
in 1985; Glenn Close fighting for her client in 1985’s
Jagged Edge, also at City Hall. More recently, audiences
saw Godzilla take over Chinatown and Ant-Man dom-
inate Treasure Island. 

There may be no shortage of classic back p
yet there are also hidden gems for filming to be
found all over. “Great locations that I’d like to see
shot more are our beautiful staircases,” says Rob-
bins. “The 16th Avenue Mosaic Tile project and

Lyon Street steps are two that stand out. Also, some of the privately owned public spaces
are beautiful—like the roof garden at 343 Sansome Street or the garden terrace at 150
California Street. I also like how films such as Diary and also Woody Allen’s Blue Jasmine
show sides of San Francisco that aren’t just our beloved icons.”

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 101

Production Release Year

The Other Sister 1999
Dr. Doolittle 1998
Parent Trap 1998
Patch Adams 1998
Flubber 1997
The Game 1997
The Rock 1996
Nine Months 1995
Interview with the Vampire 1994
Joy Luck Club 1993
Mrs. Doubtfire 1993
Nightmare Before Christmas 1993
Sister Act II 1993
So I Married an Axe Murderer 1993
Basic Instinct 1992
Final Analysis 1992
Kuffs 1992
Sister Act 1992
Sneakers 1992
Another 48 Hours 1990
Pacific Heights 1990
Tucker: The Man and His Dream 1988
Innerspace 1987
Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home 1986
Big Trouble in Little China 1986
Sid and Nancy 1986
A View to a Kill 1985
Crazy Like a Fox 1984
The Woman in Red 1984
Sudden Impact 1983
48 Hours 1982
Foul Play 1978
Invasion of the Body Snatchers 1978
Streets of San Francisco 1972 – 1977
The Towering Inferno 1974
American Graffiti 1973
Dirty Harry 1971
Harold and Maude 1971
THX 1138 1971
San Francisco International 1970
Bullitt 1968
The Graduate 1967
Guess Who's Coming to Dinner 1967
Days of Wine and Roses 1962
Flower Drum Song 1961
Vertigo 1958
The Lady from Shanghai 1947
The Maltese Falcon 1941
A Day on Treasure Island 1939
After the Thin Man 1936
San Francisco 1936
Fog Over Frisco 1934
Greed 1924
The Fog 1923

Blue Jasmine
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W
illiam’s breakout character Mork, from the “Mork & Mindy” sitcom
(1978-1982), famously signed off each show with the salutation,
“Nanu Nanu—good bye for now.” Legions of Williams fans wish the
funny man with a huge heart was still with us. Sadly, on August 11,
2014, Robin Williams passed away. 

Born in Chicago, Williams’ family moved to Marin when Robin was just 16. After
graduating from Redwood high school (where he was named “funniest student on
campus”), Robin enrolled at Claremont College, but dropped out to pursue comedy
and acting. He is credited with leading San Francisco’s comedy renaissance in 
the late 70s and early 80s.  After rising to fame as Mork, in the sitcom Mork & Mindy

(1978 – 82), he went on to establish a career in 
feature films, many set in his beloved Bay Area. 

Film SF’s Director, Susannah Greason Robbins,
had the good fortune to work as a location scout on
a number of his films in the 90’s, including Mrs.
Doubtfire, Jack, Flubber, Patch Adams, Bicentennial
Man, and Nine Months. “It’s impossible not to think
of Northern California film without thinking of
Robin! He is so completely believable and funny in
this role. I remember not knowing much about the
film when I first came on as a locations assistant and
walking past a room in the production offices seeing
a stocky, older woman, and then finding out shortly
after that that was Robin—I had no idea!”

To Bay Area residents, Williams was more than
just an actor or comedian, he was a valued friend, neighbor, and co-worker. Robbins
continues, “His films kept me employed throughout the 90’s and provided a lot of
jobs to local Bay Area crew and actors. He was always so great with the film crew,
hanging out with everyone, cracking jokes, just being a regular guy. Robin was an
incredibly talented man.” 

When he wasn’t working, Williams also spent his time in San Francisco involved
in the community, including valued time at Glide Memorial with the choir. In 1998,
after three nominations, he clinched an Oscar for Best Supporting Actor for his 
work in Good Will Hunting. Despite that major moment, fellow Glide member, Lila
McDonald, respectfully remembers Williams acting just like a regular guy and hum-
ble member of Glide Memorial Choir. “Our Glide family was treated like Robin’s own
as we were welcomed on the set of Patch Adams to congratulate him on his Academy
Award win the night before. SURPRISE!!! We yelled and clapped when he joined us.
He is truly missed.”

Robin Williams’ Legacy of Giving
Glide Memorial was just one of Robin Williams’ passions. He took great joy in sup-
porting causes too numerous to identify—covering the spectrum from health care
and human rights, to education, environmental protection, and the arts. He toured
the Middle East four times to help raise morale among the troops and is, perhaps,
best known philanthropically for his affiliation with “Comic Relief,” which was
founded in 1986 as a non-profit organization to help America’s homeless. To date, 
the overall efforts of the Comic Relief organization have raised over $50 Million.
www.robinwilliams.net

LARGER than LIFE
A look back at the impact and largesse of actor 
and comedian Robin Williams on the Bay Area film
scene—and so much more.

It’s a Wrap!
San Francisco provides a
never-ending source of mate-
rial for filmmakers. Here’s 
a look at three films that have
just finished production in 
the City by the Bay.

After 25 days of shooting in San Fran-
cisco, The Diary of a Teenage Girl is in
theaters now. Set in San Francisco, it is
the story of a precocious 15-year-old
(Bel Powley) coming of age in the 70s,
beginning with a love affair with her
mother’s current boyfriend (gorgeous
Alexander Skarsgård).

On October 9, Apple fans will see
Director Danny Boyle’s Steve Jobs,
written by Aaron Sorkin, whose 
screenplay was adapted from Walter
Isaacson’s famed biography of the late
tech genius. The film (which Steve
Wozniak is reported to have liked) stars
Michael Fassbender as Jobs, Seth
Rogen as Woz, with Kate Winslet and
Jeff Daniels in supporting roles.

With an ensemble cast of veteran
actors, audience favorites, and exciting
breakout talent, Pushing Dead is a
unique, independent film. The movie
focuses on the story of Dan, a struggling
writer who has been HIV+ for over 20
years. When he accidentally deposits a

$100 birthday check, he is dropped from
his health plan for earning too much.
James Roday (known for his role on the
hit comedy “Psych”), plays the lead, with
a mix of longing and comic anxiety.
Danny Glover steps into the worn shoes
of Bob, a veteran nightclub owner com-
ing to terms with the indignities of aging.
Pushing Dead also features Khandi
Alexander, James Roday, and Robin
Weigert. The production just finished 23
days of filming in San Francisco. 

James Roday and Danny Glover in Pushing Dead



Lights, Camera, Community ACTION! 
The impact that film legends and residents such as Robin Williams 
have had on the Bay Area community stretches far and wide. "We 
are proud of Robin's legacy as well as the future impact made by other 
great examples such as Danny Glover and George Lucas who make 
their support of worthy community organizations known," says 
Tyson. "They are not only filming here, but also being a part of our 
community and attracting attention to important issues and events. 
The reverberations extend beyond the movie screen. Those kinds of 
impressions live beyond the life of the fllm." 

Over the past decade, California's film industry has been challenged by 
increased competition and productions, leaving the state in favor of new locations 
offering incentives. Robbins explains her efforts to change all that. "For many 
years, productions have left California to film in New Mexico, Canada, Atlanta, 
Louisiana, and lately productions have been flocking to Great Britain and other 
international locations where production costs are less and production incen-
tives are greater." Fortunately, Governor Jerry Brown expanded the California 
State Film Tax Credit, which went into effect July 1, 2015. This more than 
tripled the amount of money available each year for tax credits to productions 
filming in California. It also offers a 5% increase in the tax credit-from 20% 
to 25%-for productions that shoot outside the LA 
zone. "This should make it more likely that we will see 
more productions filming in the Bay Area in the next 
five years," Robbins predicts. 

A key player in this fight was Bay Area resident and 
A-List actor Danny Glover, known for his skills on 
screen and his community engagement in San Francisco. 
Glover's credits, awards, and nominations include Lethal 
Weapon, The Color Purple, and Witness, alongside Harrison 
Ford. Yet the actor and director also puts his star power 
behind various humanitarian and political causes, includ-
ing keeping the film business in California. He was in-
strumental last year in supporting the campaign to 
improve the state's film-TV tax credits, leading a rally-
alongside Robbins and others- that drew more than 500 
people to San Francisco's Fairmont Hotel. 

Both Robbins and Tyson say that stimulating the econ-
omy and creating jobs through film production in San 
Francisco and the Bay Area is a prime motivator. "When a 
production films in a city, they are spending money locally- not just on wages for crews 

and background extras, but all of the expenditures 
that are necessary for them to actually create that 
film: props, hardware and lumber to build sets, 
gas, car rentals, hotel rooms, dry cleaning, food, 
wardrobe purchases, office supplies, location 
fees, and so on," says Robbins. 

Thanks to the efforts of the Film Commis-
sion and industry supporters, San Francisco 
and its surroundings will continue to appear on 
screens both big and small long into the future. 
And the benefits are far-reaching. "The 14 
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productions that have used our 'Scene in San Francisco' 
rebate program since 2012 have spent more than $20.5 
million locally in the city on wages and other expendi-
tures," says Robbins. "In addition, films shot in California 
and the Bay Area draw tourists. People around the world 
see our city on screen in films, TV shows, web series, 
commercials-and these images draw them here. Tourists 
rent hotel rooms, purchase food, visit shops and entertain-
ment sites. So these productions they see on screen result 
in them spending more money locally." 

In addition, she notes, a percentage of the hotel tax 
goes towards the San Francisco Arts Commission's Grants 

for the Arts. "In just fiscal year 2014-15, over $10 million was distributed to more 
than 200 cultural groups and art activities," she says proudly. 

Chris Martin, producer of Pushing Dead, starring Danny Glover, just finished 
shooting in San Francisco and describes the atmosphere on set as relaxed and 
familial. "For many of us, this was not the first time we've worked with Danny 
because of his generous involvement in local arts, filmmaking, and social justice 
movements," says Martin. "But what was really great was his identification with 

his character, Bob, a nightclub owner whose memories stretch back to the days when the 
Fillmore was a hopping, happening scene. Danny brought exquisite insight into that 
character. But shooting here also meant he could work with friends and fellow actors he 
came up with and has stayed in touch with over the years. So lunch on set would almost 
turn into lively family gatherings and reunions. It was pretty great to hear their stories, 
watch them interact, and perform together again." 

Nobody can predict the future, but the desire to make San Francisco an unstoppable 
force in film continues. What does Susannah want more than anything in the world? 
"A soundstage. I can't rest until we have the absolute best," she says confidentially. Cut. + 

San Francisco's Film Office is an advocate for all kinds of productions ,from major feature films and television series 
to commercials, music videos, documentaries and student films. For more information, please visit wwwJilmsf.org. 

You don't have to be local 
to love the Bay Area 

Mari!Jm Monroe weds joe DiMaggio at San 
Francisco City Hall in 1954. · Iron Chef 

Masaharu Morimoto teaches Snoop Dogg 
to "roll sushi" at BottleRock Napa Valley. 

• Glenn Close enjoys the annual Music 
Festival for Brain Health with members of 

Dwight Yoakum's band at the Staglin Fami!Y 
vineyard in Napa Valley. 
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BAY AREA FILM FESTIVALS
Noir City Film Festival • www.noircity.com

San Francisco Independent Film Festival • www.sfindie.com
Noise Pop Festival • www.noisepop.com

Center for Asian American Media • www.caamedia.org
Cinequest San Jose Film Festival • www.cinequest.org

Human Rights Watch International Film Festival • www.hrw.or
San Francisco International Film Festival • www.sffs.org

26th Mill Valley Film Festival • www.cafilm.org 
San Francisco Ocean Film Festival • www.oceanfilmfest.org

San Francisco Documentary Film Festival • www.sfindie.com
SF HorrorFest • www.sfhorror.com

San Francisco Black Film Festival • www.sfbff.org
Sonoma Valley Film Festival • www.cinemaepicuria.org

San Francisco Innovative International Dance Films • www.performances.org
San Francisco International Lesbian & Gay Film Festival • www.frameline.org

San Francisco Silent Film Festival • www.silentfilm.org
San Francisco Jewish Film Festival • www.sfjff.org

Festival Cine Latino • www.cineaccion.com
Latino Film Festival • www.latinofilmfestival.org

Film Arts Festival of Independent Cinema • www.filmarts.org
Tiburon International Film Festival • www.tiburonfilmfestival.com

Hi/Lo Film Festival • www.redvicmoviehouse.com

Fabulous Festivals
With more than 32 film festivals occurring annually in the 

Bay Area, there truly is something for everyone. 
Susannah Robbins of Film SF has two favorites, including 

the Mill Valley Film Festival (getting ready to start its 
38th year) and the San Francisco International Film Festival

(which is the longest running film festival in the US). 
Others not to miss include CAAMfest, Jewish Film Festival,

Frameline, and the Noir Film Festival.

Francis Ford Coppola 
and Richard Gere

Zooey Deschanel

George Lucas

Jeannette Etheredge, 
Isabella Rossellini,
and Martha Salas-Porras

Cameron Silver, Katie Traina,
Todd Traina, Marisa Tomei, and
Noah Cowan


