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outside Sesth Kensingtan Tube station. But
wehen the &t Sin tondower finally amives -
clad from top to leather-basted toe in black,
2 mokile phone glued to his ear - the first
thing be says is, “Tan | borraw a couple of
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This 33-year-old's name might not
mean much in the UK yet, but it will soon,
thanks to his eye-catching rise from
student o movie mogul. Eight years
after moving to Prague he's eastern
Europe’s King of the Flicks. He was also
recentlyvotell one of the 50 key players
In the International entertainment
business hy the lollywood Reporter.

His film company, Sdilking,
produces commercials, pop promos

and films for u host of corporate,
music biz and Hollywood clients,
Last year it shot about 150
commercials for the likes of Pepsi,
Nike und Volkswagen, This year sees
the release of two Stillking-produced
mavies: Dungeons & Dragons,
featuring jeremy Irons, and

From Hell, a £25m Jack the Ripper
tale starring Johnny Depp.

The company has been growing
by “over 40 per centayear”,
uaccording to Stiflman. Annual
turmover has hit £30m and
Stillking employs 130 full-time
stafl, though he declines to reveal
its profits. On any given day, as
many as 500 other people might
be temporarily on his payroll -
working on projects in Prague
or clsewhere in eastern Europe.

Publicly, he plays down the
significance of being ranked alongside
the likes of Lachlan Murdocl, Silvio
Berlusconi and Greg Dyke in the
Hollywood Reporter power list,
saying with a chuckle: “I’s very
flattering but L try not to take these
things loo seriously.” Still, he hasn't
done badly for someone who

started outin business with £500,
anpewriter and 2 telephone.

Dne of three children, Matthew Stillman
had a comfortable upbringing in
Richmond, on the affluent outskins
of south-west London. He is from
a family of achievers. His grandfather
led 2t body called the 1948 Group,
which developed UK trade links
with communist China. His
father imported everything from
porcelain lamps to paperweights
from the Far East. His mother
worked her way through the
ranks at Air France, eventually
becoming head of the airline’s
Heathrow ground staff.

He was educated at University
College School, London, which has
a history of grooming high-achievers —
fts alumni include Sir Chris Bonington,
Sir Stephen Spender, British Afrways

chairman Lord Marshall of
Knightsbridge, Sacha Baron-Cohen
(Al G) and Alex Garland, author of
cult 1996 novel, 7he Beach, upon
which last year's film starring
Leonardo DiCaprio was based.

After graduating from Sussex
University (where he studied politics)
Stillman tried to break into the
British film business. But the
cconomy was in the doldrums
and the industry was in tervible shape.
*I called production companies
looking for work and got a temporary
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job as 4 runner for Chris Evans at
asatellite station, but there were very
few openings,” he says.

So, when the opportunity to visit
afriend in Prague came, he jumped at
the chance. It was 1992 ~ only three
years since the velvet revolution,
and the Czech Republic was stll
making the transition from
communism to capitalism, While
there, Stillman visited Barrandov
Studios, a sprawling complex
with seven huge sound stages and
ad0-acre back lot, founded in the




The tall guy: Stittman jcentre) cn
the set of The Bovrne Identity
Hanked by producers Patrick
Crowley (left) and Frank Marshall
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romemercial, directed by
Michael Bay of Anisgeddon fame

1930s by President Viclay Havel's
uncle. “1immediately knew ! had the
apportunity to do what | wanted to do
there,” he says,

Stillman opened a nightclub with
afew pals, using the profits to start
afilm company with a British friend,
Nick Spikings (son of Barry Spikings,
the former head of Shepperton
Studios). In 1993, the two combined
their names to create Suiltking. Renting
an office at Barrandov for £70 2
month, they set about trying to woo
western movie-makers (o the Czech
capital. “We typed outa press release
and sent it to everyone we could find in
adirectory, saying that we were setting
up in Prague and they should come to
the city to take advantage of its
locations, infrastructurc and low
costs,” says Stillman,

Bare-faced cheek won Stillman
his first assignment in carly 1993.
Canadian singer kd lang was looking
for a European [ocation for her new
video. Stillman pitched for the job.

“Iknew nothing,” he recalls. “They
asked me detailed questions like, ‘s
there negatives insurance? and | said,
*Yes, we have insurance,’ not knowing
what they were talking about. But they
agreed to do it with us.” When the
Lang crew arrived in Prague for the
two-day stoot, however, Stillman got
his first reatity-check. “It became
clear I didn’t know what I was doing
and the producer ordered me off the
set,” he says.

Ttwas a setback, but Stllman wasn't
going to give up that ensily. His
overheads were cheap - a beer and
goulash was under 2 pound in Prague,
and helived in a cheap, windowless
basement apartment. A few months
tater, Dentsu, the major Japancse
advertising agency, needed a Prague
location for a cigaretie commercial
and hired Stillking, which netted
10 per cent profit on the £150,000
budget. The company was in business,

At this point, Nick Spikings
hailed out, “because it was 2 such
a scramble trying to keep things
golng”, remembers Stillman, There
was still a touch of the frontier town
about Prague. “Communication with
the west was difficult
and the phone lines
were always going
down.” And he had
yet to leam the local lingo. At that
point no one in Prague really spoke
English — t was all Russian or German
and | spoke neither.” He points out
that he now speaks fuent Czech.

Despite these difficulties, Stllman
was determined to tough it out in
Prague. Besides, the “relative
anarchy” bad created opportunity.
“The more legistatlon and
bureaucracy there is, the harder itis to
get things done,” he says. “Atthat time
there was very litde red tape. 1 you
were determined enough to get things
done, you could.”

The new kid on the city's movie-
making block learnt fast. He made
contacts and put time and effort into

promoting Stiltking globally, fiving out
to London and LA to meet ad- and
movie-industry executives. Gradually
the hard work paid off. In 1994,
Stiliman pitched successfully for the
chance to make 2 5100,000 advert 1o
celebrate the United Nations' 50th
unniversary in 1993, Blue-chip
accounts soon followed and that year
Stillking began making adverts for
IBM and Nesilé, among, others.

By now the company was providing
across-the-board production
senvices: finding locations; putting
acrew on 4 job; managing a project’s
finunces; hiring the ar depanment,
and constructing the props. ltwas

abig job and there was plenty of scope
for things to go wrong,

“Sure, I made mistakes, but being
in Prague I got the appontunity to learn

from them ~ something | couldn't have
donie in London,” says Stillwan, |
“Sometimes I pitched too low for a job
and ended up out of pocket. Or a local
contact who promised to securca
location would let me down. But,
crucially, we got things right more

often than we got things wrong. It was

all part of the learning curve.”

1995 was hreakihrough year, the
company made more than 20
commerctals. With its growing
expertise in production management,
the progression to films seemed a
natural one, and the year also saw the
miking of Stillking's first feature,
Hidden in Silence, a TV drama fora
US cable network about a Polish girl
who hid 13 Jews from the Nazis.

These days, Stiliking is wefl and truly
established, its workload split between
movie-making and commercials. It
has now made 13 TV or feature films —
including Plunkett & Macleane,
i and From Hell,
ork is still generated
by the Praguc office but the company’s
other main east European venture
has also taken off, Stillking's
Warsaw subsidiary, opencd three
yearsago, Is now the leading maker
of commercials in Poland.

The company enjoys enormous
prestige in Prague, where it rents
amodem open-plan office at Barrandov
Studios. Most days you will find
Stlltman at his glass desk there, quictly
orchestrating events via his mobile
phone and lapiop, while several dozen
producers and their assistants work
the phones beneath a white board,
detailing work in progress, that
stretches across an entire wall.

Among Stillman’s fans is Erc
Fellner, co-chairman of Working Title
Productions (the British film company
responsible for pictures such as
Fonr Weddings and a Funeral and
Billy Elliot), who worked with him on
Plunkett & Macleane. His higgest vote
of confidence, however, came when
Elizabeth Goth, the Dow Jones lieiress,
took 1 20 per cent stake in Stiltking for
an undisclosed sum.

Stillman, who radiates confidence,
puts his success down to three things.

He acknowledges the
importance of being
in the right place at
the right time. TV and
film production has
exploded in the Czech capitad in recent
years und he admits: “1 don't think |
could have done what I've done if [

turned up in Prague now. The industry
is so much more developed.”

He also pinpoints the importance of
building 2 reputation for trust. “I's all
about contacts and delivery,” he says.
“You have to make sure you come
clean on what you say you can do
because the key thing in this business
is reputation. People need to be able
to trust you to get the job done.”

Finally, he puts much of Stillking's
success down to the fact that he has
gathered around him a group of
young, encrgetic, English-speaki

Express. For now, he is happy to let the
studios finance the films that Stillking
produces— though in the longer run
he would like Stillking to develop
more of its own projects.

The continued growth of Prague’s
film industry seems sure to benefit
him but he is surprisingly
unsentimental ahout the place.

1 doubt I'll be based here forever,” he
says, lighting a cigarette.

“The Important thing to me is to go
where the dynamism is, be it Prague
orwh " With that, his mobile

Czechs. “Most joined with little or no
film business experience but are now
dealing with a lot of the production
management issues,” says Stillman.
“They've played a vital role in enabling
the business to grow so quickly.”

The film business, perhaps more
than any other, is full of people whose
ambition outstrips their talent. But
Stillman appears to have the
intelligence, vision and strategic
overview that will be necessary to
guide Stillking to greater heights.

He has proved adept at staying
ahead of the game — he it by entering
new markets such as Poland or
forging alliances with big-hitters in
Hollywood and the advertising
industry. Though he admits: “Now we
have serious invesiors we have 1o
behave a bit more grown-up. Indeed,
the reason I decided to give an investor
astake in the company was to try to
grow up as a1 company. [ winted to
bring in serfous people and create 2
stronger management structure.”

What motivates him? He naturally
insists that, primarily, it's not money -
though the fact that he has no desire 1o
float the company, even though doing
s0 would net him millions, suggests he
may be telling the truth. My main
concern at the moment is to continue
growing the company,” he says.

Things seem to be proceeding
according to plan. Last nonth Stillking
started shooting 1 £28m remake of
The Botrne Identity starring Matt
Damon. Stillman is also in talks abow
anumber of uther possible feanre-

films and TV movies, including a
sequel to Black Sheep, a comedy-
drama starring Sir Anthony Hopkins
and Chris Rock; Resident Evil, based
on the video game, und a modern-day
version of Murder on the Orient

phone springs to life and it is time
for Stillman to head off and cut his
next deal. But you know whai?
Heinsists on settling his measly

£2 taxi fare debt before he leaves, Fr
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