PHOTOS: Behind-the-scenes shots of the film crew in Storm Lake are available. Please credit Hazel Pictures. 
New film spotlights an Iowa newspaper
By Michael Morain
Iowa Culture Wire
Newspaper editors are rarely at a loss for words. But Art Cullen, the Pulitzer Prize-winning editor of The Storm Lake Times, paused for a moment when asked to describe a new documentary about his family’s newspaper.
“It’s beautiful and it’s overwhelming,” he said. “When you’ve been on the other side of the camera your whole life, it’s weird seeing yourself as the focus. You’ve been taught since journalism school that you’re not the story.”
But that story – about the paper and the family who keeps it running – plays out in the quiet drama of “Storm Lake,” which premieres this month at a handful of nationally prominent film festivals. The 90-minute film offers an unvarnished look at a small town on the Iowa prairie, where shifting crosswinds of global economics, industrial agriculture and immigration are transforming traditional ways of life.
A few years ago Cullen caught the attention of a filmmaker named Jerry Risius, who grew up in Buffalo Center, near the Minnesota state line, and teaches cinematography at the School of Visual Arts in New York. Risius spent 15 years crisscrossing the world with the late Anthony Bourdain to shoot the travel series “No Reservations” and decided to visit Cullen during a trip back home to Buffalo Center.
The two hit it off, and Cullen agreed to let Risius shoot some preliminary footage in the newsroom.
“If I expect people to answer my phone calls, I should be answering theirs,” Cullen said. “What’s good for the goose is good for the gander.”
Besides, he added, “Jerry really gets it. He understands what we’re doing, and he understands the story of how rural Iowa has changed, really dramatically.”
Risius pitched the idea to a New York colleague named Beth Levison, and together they hatched a plan to co-direct a full-length documentary. They started shooting in April 2019, when Cullen moderated the first multi-candidate forum of the 2020 presidential campaigns, and wrapped about a year later, when Storm Lake’s meatpacking plants became hot spots in the Covid-19 pandemic.
In between, the film crew captured the daily rhythms and deadline rush of the newsroom, where Cullen’s brother John is the publisher and Cullen’s wife, Dolores, and son Tom work as reporters. The family dog, Peach the newshound, gets some screen time, too.
“We wanted it to feel really authentic,” Levison said, “to feel really rooted in the place and its people.”
She got a big boost from the acclaimed folk singer Andrew Bird, who grew up in the Midwest and agreed to create film’s understated soundtrack. 
By chance, Levison also met Iowa’s state film commissioner, Liz Gilman, at an American Film Institute event in Washington, D.C. Gilman helped connect the “Storm Lake” team to local production resources in Iowa.
“Iowa has so many stories to tell,” said Gilman, who leads Produce Iowa, a division of the Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs. “We do our best to make out-of-state filmmakers feel welcome, and we always enjoy seeing what they capture during their time here.”
Levison said she hopes this particular Iowa story “challenges assumptions about Iowa and shows what an unusual and diverse and vital place [Storm Lake] is. The national media feed us a certain image of rural America, and we really wanted to show something else.”
She also said the the film reminds people about the value of local news.
“We worked really hard to show what The Storm Lake Times does for the community,” she said. “Not everybody agrees with its editorials, but most people in town really appreciate the Cullens and their work there.”
Watch the show
“Storm Lake” premieres in June at several national film festivals. Details about showtimes and tickets — for in-person and virtual screenings — are posted on the documentary’s website at stormlakemovie.com
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