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very moviemaker 
lives for the day  
his or her work appears 
on the big screen. So 
it’s no surprise that 
Adam Linn, a 33-year-
old director from New 

York, is overjoyed each time his  short is 
shown to audiences. The thing that makes 
Linn stand out from the crowd of first-time 
directors jockeying for attention is some-
thing else entirely: Adam Linn is blind. 

Linn wrote, directed and stars in the 
eight-minute short, Smell the Light. His 
achievement is incredibly 
inspirational given the fact 
that he succeeded with this 
movie at all, but especially 
because he succeeded in 
spite of his blindness. What 
makes this story even more 
remarkable is the fact that 
Linn has created a film so 
visually distinct that you’d 
swear it could only have been 
created by a person who sees 
things quite clearly. 

Linn does not agree. “David 
Mamet once said this thing 
that stuck with me, which is 
that you don’t have to have 
vision to direct a film, just 
imagination,” he says. “You 
create a film in your mind.”

Smell the Light, which has 
been screened at the Boston 
International Film Festival, 
the Coney Island Film 
Festival and the Woods Hole 
Film Festival (where it won 
Best Experimental Short), 
is not the simplest of films to describe.  
In fact, it requires multiple viewings before 
all of its complex strands fall into place. The 
protagonist is Manfred (played by Linn), a 
blind yoga student who does verbal battle 
in an empty yoga studio with Godfrey, his 
chatterbox Mafioso alter ego (played by 
blind actor George Ashiotis). 

The film is a mix of drama, mystery, noir, 
existentialism and the avant-garde. It is 
an extremely visual experience, shot in a 
Manhattan yoga studio with shafts of light 

piercing curtain-shrouded windows where 
puffs of cigar smoke float through the air. 
The visceral nature of the film’s ambiance 
is startling, and even shocking when one 
discovers that the director has been unable 
to see since the age of 11. 

“One of my goals as a filmmaker is to get 
audiences to really see what’s going on and 
to actually absorb some visual data, which is 
why I use long takes,” says Linn.

“In Smell the Light, people always 
comment on the green couch that Godfrey is 
sitting on. But if people walked by that couch 
in real life, I can guarantee they would not 

comment on it. It’s only when you direct the 
camera toward something and leave it there 
that people can really appreciate it. The time 
allows the actors to breathe and it allows the 
audience to look at what is there.”

Linn has gleaned many of his moviemaking 
ideas from working on sets. He appeared 
in Sophie Goodhart’s short film My Blind 
Brother, a finalist at Cannes in 2003, and in 
the HBO series “Sex and the City.” But one 
of Linn’s most inspirational moments came 
last year when he was invited to work as a 

technical consultant for Bob Hoskins on the 
set of Marc Forster’s Stay.

Over a period of three months, Linn spent 
a total of two weeks on location in New York 
with Forster, listening in on the headphones  
and asking Forster to explain why he made 
certain decisions. Linn says Forster was 
generous with his time and happy to talk 
about moviemaking and his respect for 
great directors like Alfred Hitchcock.

“I took a huge lesson away from him,” says 
Linn. “He worked in a very organic way. He 
really worked the space into the film and he  
tried to make a minimal amount of changes 

to the location where he was shooting.
“I did the same with Smell the Light. That 

couch and curtains that people comment 
on were not brought in by us, they were 
already there. The fact that the space wasn’t 
tampered with gives the scene harmony.”

It took Linn almost four months to write 
the script for Smell the Light, which he 
penned while studying film at New York 
University. He gives much of the credit to 
his co-producer, Jim Phinney,  with whom 
he formed  Good Look Productions. 

SMELL THE LIGHT
Adam Linn defies the role of the visual storyteller with his new short by Paul Berger
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No vision, just imagination:  
Adam Linn (l) and George 
Ashiotis in the award-winning 
short film, Smell the Light.
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Recipe for Success in Smell the Light
Three key ingredients made it possible for Adam Linn to direct Smell the Light:
1. LINN STORYBOARDED THE FILM RIGOROUSLY. Because he cannot draw scenes, Linn used 
dolls and improvised tools (like chopsticks) to show his DP exactly how he wanted the scene to look. 
Some of his greatest emphasis 
was on ensuring that much of the 
action appeared on the edge of 
the screen.
2. LINN HAD A CLOSE 
WORKING RELATIONSHIP  
with editor Dmitriy Khavin and 
co-producer Jim Phinney. They 
edited the film together, using 
Final Cut Pro, although Linn says 
most of the credit belongs to 
Khavin, whose input and creativity 
strengthened the piece immensely. 
Linn already had an image of 
the location in his head, based 
on touch and on the reaction 
of his collaborators. During color correction, Linn described what effect he wanted based on those 
impressions. To show Phinney and Khavin where he wanted cuts in action, he literally moved his 
hands over the monitor screen.
3. LINN SURROUNDED HIMSELF WITH PEOPLE HE ADMIRED AND TRUSTED and he 
wasn’t afraid to relinquish control. If somebody suggested something and it made sense, he went 
with it. “There is nothing supernatural about the way I work,” says Linn. “It just takes a little more 
time and relies heavily on the ability of the people around me to use their own imaginations to help 
me ‘see’ a particular moment, so we can all decide how best to use it artistically.”

“Jim has a great aesthetic eye and great 
descriptive ability,” says Linn. “He is very 
empathetic and we have a good yin-yang thing 
going on. We have very different personalities, 
and that translates into a film with a middle 
ground that people can relate to.”

Smell the Light was filmed in September 
2004 over two, 12-hour shoots using a 
Panasonic AG-DVX100 24p camera. Linn 
envisioned 32 shots for the film and is proud 
that he managed to get 28 of them, despite 
only shooting in natural light. He is also 
extremely grateful for the skills of his editor, 
Dmitriy Khavin, a documentarian and cam-
eraman who trained at Odessa Film Studios 
in the Ukraine.

Says Linn: “Jim Jarmusch has this quote 
in which people ask him how you make a 
movie. He says: You get a group of people 
together to carve a horse. And you carve and 
carve. And when you’ve finished you all say, 
‘Look at this tremendous cow.’ 

“Smell the Light is not the movie I 
intended it to be, nor is it the one Jim or 
Dmitriy envisioned. But it is one we are 
very proud of.” MM

For more information on Adam Linn and Smell the Light, 
visit www.goodlookproductions.com.
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Linn (l) and Jim Phinney on 
location in downtown Manhattan.


