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LISA DONOVAN
LISA DONOVAN is standing in front of a cyc wall at Maker Studios, being a tall, striking blonde 
and wearing the sort of black dress that tall, striking blondes are meant to wear. The photogra-
pher for this magazine is putting her through some serious drills, and Donovan is responding 
gamely—wrapping herself in computer cables, hoisting a glass pane fashioned to look like a Play 
button, and basically being a natural. Someone who didn’t know her could walk in and see that 
she’s been in front of a camera before. But the next person to enter the room isn’t a stranger. It’s 
an employee.

“Do you still want to meet at three thirty?” the guys asks.
Donovan doesn’t break from her power pose.
“Let’s make it four,” she says.
So goes another day for actor, YouTube sensation, and media mogul Donovan. Maker Studios 

isn’t just a production company composed of some 300 sta!ers, 10,000 YouTube channels, and 
70,000 square feet of Culver City studio and o"ce space. It’s Donovan’s baby. She co-founded 
Maker in 2009 with her brother Ben Donovan and #ancé Danny Zapin, both now, like her, execu-
tives with the company. She recalls the moment in 2005 when Zapin showed her YouTube for the 
#rst time.

“In the beginning you couldn’t really explain what it was,” she says.
But the possibilities were obvious. Donovan comes from artistic stock (her father can be spot-

ted pointing a gun at Robert De Niro toward the end of “Taxi Driver”), and she had moved out 
to Los Angeles a few years earlier to make a go of it as an actor, studying with Je!rey Marcus. 
But the breaks didn’t come, and she found herself drawn to production design and editing work, 
determined to make her own opportunities. 

“I found the traditional way to break in was di"cult,” she says. “That’s where the name Maker 
comes from—not to ask permission, not to audition, not to beg. Just ‘to make.’ ”

That attitude worked as she set out to conquer YouTube, starring in a series of sketch videos 
shot by Zapin. Donovan became one of YouTube’s early superstars, and mainstream Hollywood 
came calling. She joined the cast of Fox’s “MadTV” but left the show after just a few episodes to 
focus on YouTube—and eventually Maker. The move proved prescient.

YouTube, Donovan says, has “democratized” the process of making it as a performer, turning 
the Internet into the audition room and the audience into the casting director. “There’s a lot of 
luck involved in coming out to L.A. and auditioning,” she says of trying to hack it as an actor the 
old-fashioned way. “You can be the most talented person—and I know some of those people, and 
they don’t work.”

Donovan does work. She now sits atop a company positioned to play a major role in the future 
of the entertainment industry, o!ering professional production, marketing, and distribution ser-
vices to countless artistic partners creating original programming. It’s a classic Hollywood story 
of a young actor making it big—just re-imagined for a new audience. —DANIEL HOLLOWAY

A
nd then there was “House of Cards.” Love it or hate it, Net$ix’s 
$100 million venture into scripted original programming—David 
Fincher! Shakespearean undertones!—signi#ed a Gutenberg mo-
ment. From this point on, high-end entertainment with genuine 
artistic ambitions would no longer only come #rst through a cable 
box or a cinema projector; it can and will come from anywhere. Or 

to put it another way, when Kevin Spacey choked that dog to death he 
changed the world.

Backstage’s #rst-ever “Digital All-Stars” issue takes a broad look 
at the people de#ning that world—actors, producers, podcasters, and 
even one gray-haired former U.S. senator. The stage on which this and 
future generations of performers will play is being built right now, in 
the digital space. These are the workers.

Co-founder, Maker Studios
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BILLY EICHNER

BILLY EICHNER is a viral video suc-
cess story. “I came back to New York 
after college like any number of strug-
gling performers, and you just !nd 
that niche where you can have some 
sort of impact. And for me that turned 
out to be comedy,” says Eichner, who 
developed his own live standup/
sketch show in the format of a late-
night talk show. As part of the show, 
he played a “man-on-the-street” 
video he’d !lmed, and after getting a 
great reaction from the live audiences 
he put the videos on YouTube. The 
videos drew the attention of several 
big websites, including Funny or Die. 

Mike Farah, the president of pro-
duction for Funny or Die, contacted 
Eichner about collaborating. “I had 
been knocking around this game 
show idea for a while…some kind of 
crazy pop culture–centric funny ver-
sion of ‘Cash Cab,’ which was a big hit, 
and [Farah] was really into the idea,” 
Eichner says. “Funny or Die” funded 
a sizzle reel for the show, which led 
to Fuse picking up what is now “Billy 
on the Street,” in which Eichner ques-
tions pedestrians on music and pop 
culture. 

Always a fan of social media, Eich-
ner says, “I would not have a career 
without Facebook and Twitter. That’s 
the truth. Because it was my videos 
getting circulated on social media 
that brought me to the attention of 
all these blogs, and that’s what led 
to this TV show, which completely 
brought my career to a di"erent level 
and just made so many more people 
aware of me.” —MELINDA LOEWENSTEIN

Host, “Funny or Die’s 
Billy on the Street”  

ERIC Mortensen
Director of Programming and Acquisitions, 
My Damn Channel
Mortensen, a former Blip.tv exec, just joined the popular online 
video site to acquire and develop more original Web series for its 
new My Damn Channel Comedy Network.
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DAN HARMON + ROB SCHRAB
Co-creators, Channel 101
Before making their mark on TV (“Community,” 
“The Sarah Silverman Program”), Harmon and 
Schrab started democratic monthly screenings of 
short, !ve-minute “pilots” that have since launched 
the careers of actors and content creators alike.
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JON
AVNET

RODRIGO
G ARCÍA 

THE DEBUT of the iPad came at an opportune time for Avnet 
and García, co-founders of YouTube’s top channel for scripted 
dramas. In 2010, the two men—both industry veterans—start-
ed kicking around the idea of producing short, high-quality 
pieces for the Web that appealed to a female audience. Howev-
er, at the time, says García, “it was still sort of a question: Will 
people watch anything on the Internet that’s not just a short 
little amusing lark?” Then the iPad debuted and answered 
that question with a resounding “Shh! I’m watching ‘Modern 
Family’!”

Encouraged by the new trend in viewing habits, Avnet and 
García set to work. Now approaching the one-year anniver-
sary of its launch, WIGS hosts 13 Web series as well as stand-
alone short !lms, which have collectively garnered more than 
22 million views. WIGS series stars include Catherine O’Hara, 
Julia Stiles, and America Ferrera. 

If the episodes weren’t so short, you could be forgiven for 
thinking you were watching a drama on premium cable. “We 
are working with a lot of very talented actors,” says Avnet. 
“The work would have to be good if they bought into what we 
were asking them to do.” Adds García, “We wanted to treat 
the platform with respect.” —PETE KEELEY

Co-founders, WIGS YouTube Channel

STEPHEN Temes
Co-founder and Chairman, EarlyShares
Kickstarter and Indiegogo popularized crowdfunding, and now 
Earlyshares is revolutionizing it. Rather than simply soliciting dona-
tions, Temes’ online equity-based fundraising platform actually lets 
its users invest in indie !lm and TV projects.

+

ABBI Jacobson + ILANA Glazer
Creators, “Broad City”
Last fall Comedy Central ordered a pilot based on Jacobson and 
Glazer’s Web series about two girls doing their thing in New York, a 
decision based partly on the recommendation of Amy Poehler.

ERIN MCPHERSON
VP & Head of Video Programming 
and Originals, Yahoo! Inc.
McPherson is the driving force behind Yahoo’s 
expanding slate of scripted programming—which 
included last year’s viral hit “Burning Love,” a 
spoof of “The Bachelor” produced by Ben Stiller.

ANDY FORSSELL
Senior VP, Content, Hulu
Forssell has been instrumental in expanding 
Hulu’s o"erings, which now include several 
original series as well as content from more than 
400 providers. Hulu Plus now boasts more than 3 
million subscribers.

SCOTT Aukerman + JEFF Ullrich
Co-founders, Earwolf Podcast Network
As if producing and distributing 30 popular podcasts—including 
Aukerman’s #agship “Comedy Bang! Bang!”—isn’t enough, Earwolf 
is now developing original podcast-inspired projects for TV.

ALLISON Kingsley 
VP of Digital Development, Comedy Central and CC Studios
Overseeing Comedy Central’s CC Studios, Kingsley o"ers oppor-
tunities for standup comics, writers, animators, and other comedy 
creators to gain exposure through the brand’s new online digital 
platform. 
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LIAM Collins
Head, YouTube Space L.A. 
Collins oversees YouTube Space L.A., a 41,000-square-foot  
production facility where participants in the YouTube Partner  
Program can conceive, produce, and edit their projects free  
of charge. 

CHRIS DODD
Chairman and CEO, Motion Picture  
Association of America
Now Hollywood’s top lobbyist, the erstwhile senator 
has made !ghting piracy a top priority as the enter-
tainment industry searches for ways to monetize 
digital media.

DREW BALDWIN + JOSHUA COHEN
Founders, Tube!lter
Besides founding Tube!lter (a forum for digital 
media makers to connect, network, and share 
their work), Baldwin and Cohen also founded the 
Streamy Awards, the !rst awards honoring online 
video programming.

SUE White + JOHN Hurley
Creators, Ready Set Go Theatre
The brainchild of actors White and Hurley is intended to use new media 
to raise awareness of classical theater; so far, nine 10-minute episodes 
of the company’s Web series version of “Othello” are available to view 
on YouTube.

M A R O N: K E V I N W I N T E R / I M AG E D I R ECT; BA L DW I N , C O H E N: M A R K DAV IS/G E T T Y I M AG ES; D O D D: A N G E L A W EIS S/G E T T Y I M AG ES
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MARC MARON
A PROJECT born out of desperation, made in his garage, and 
distributed for free unexpectedly earned Maron the biggest 
audiences of his comedy career—and helped de!ne a new me-
dium called podcasting. By exorcising his own demons during 
hundreds of probing “WTF” interviews with fellow comedians, 
he’s connected with millions of listeners while showing his 
peers the potential of podcasts.

“My quest has always been to be as true to myself as possible 
and authentic in what I put out into the world, and podcasting 
enables that,” Maron says. “We are not really burdened by an 
executive structure or censorship, or beholden to advertis-
ers or selling drinks in a comedy club. So the possibility for 
growth, not only in terms of my popularity but also my creativ-
ity, is immeasurable.”

Thanks to the success of “WTF,” Maron books more gigs, 
sells more tickets, landed a book deal, and even has a series 
coming to IFC this year. Comedians such as Pete Holmes (“You 
Made It Weird”) have been inspired to follow his lead and cre-
ate their own podcasts to build an audience.

“I’m completely surprised and excited by what’s happened 
with the medium, and certainly what’s happened in my own 
career,” Maron says. “It’s not just this weird, desperate thing I 
was doing to see what happened. It’s happening.”

 —DANIEL LEHMAN

Creator and host, “WTF With Marc Maron” podcast

AUBREY Levy + SANDER Kooijman
Co-founders, Mobcaster
Levy and Kooijman have raised more than $100,000 to fund new 
TV projects through their crowdsourcing platform Mobcaster, 
launched in 2011, which aims to eliminate inefficiencies in TV 
development.

RANDY BARBATO + FENTON BAILEY 
Co-founders, World of Wonder Productions
Producer savants Randy Barbato and Fenton Bailey 
have been transgressing !lm, documentary, and TV 
boundaries since 1991. 2013 sees the debut of “Life With 
La Toya,” Season 5 of “RuPaul’s Drag Race,” and WOW 
expansion on the Web.   

KEVIN Campbell, 
CHARLIE Finelli + JON Graf
Creators, “The Nacho Chronicle”
The creators of “The Nacho Chronicle” have launched a weekly Web se-
ries following the adventures of a stu"ed monkey, based on a character 
from their short !lms.

PERRY Chen, YANCEY Strickler,
CHARLES Adler + LANCE Ivy
Founders, Kickstarter
Keeping online fundraising democratic, Kickstarter o"ers !lmmakers and 
backers options that other crowdfunding sites do not, while keeping the 
arts scene lively and hopeful.

BA R BATO, BA I L E Y: M AT H U A N D E RS E N
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ISSA RAE 

“I WOULDN’T be anywhere without 
the Internet,” says Issa Rae, the trail-
blazing digital maven of the popular 
Web series “The Misadventures of 
Awkward Black Girl.” While the Web 
turned Rae into a somebody, her 
online fame didn’t manifest over-
night. “ABG” is Rae’s third Web series, 
after “Dorm Diaries” and “FLY GUYS 
present the F Word.” “I was able to 
learn from my mistakes,” Rae shares 
of her previous scripted forays, such 
as shortening the length of episodes 
and releasing new installments on a 
regular schedule, similar to a network 
TV show.

While Rae has accrued more than 14 
million views on her YouTube chan-
nel, she still struggles with monetizing 
content, as advertisers aren’t quite 
sure how to navigate the landscape 
yet. But she is partnering with other 
content creators on her channel to give 
emerging artists a platform and an 
unparalleled audience online. (She’s 
also working on turning “ABG” into 
a !lm.) And for performers, a job is a 
job, and no matter where you start, 
you need to pay your dues. “A lot of 
actors think they’re going to get paid 
the !rst time,” Rae says, encouraging 
emerging artists to work for free. “Be 
in series and projects.… Pair up with 
people who are talented in areas that 
you’re not.” —SUZY EVANS

Creator-producer,  
Issa Rae Productions

JEFF Hixon 
Founder, Voicebank/Voiceregistry
Voicebank/Voiceregistry connects voice actors with agents and CDs, 
giving performers full access to their industry and making Hixon 
pretty much a superhero for voiceover artists. 

PANY Haritatos
Vice President, Mobile Division, Kongregate
As vice president of mobile at Kongregate—a gaming site o"ering free 
games to players as well as ad and virtual-goods revenue to developers—
Haritatos is spearheading the Mobile Developers program, a $10 million 
fund for indie mobile-game creators. 

WILSON CLEVELAND
Founder, Unboxd
Innovative actor’s studio Unboxd creates and pro-
motes original series for brands and media compa-
nies, including “The Temp Life,” the !rst Web series 
for a brand.

MICHAEL CYRIL CREIGHTON
Creator-writer-star, “Jack in a Box”
Creighton’s wry Web series just won him a WGA 
Award—proving that people pay attention to 
quality online programming.
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ERIC BERGER

JERRY SEINFELD could get a TV show anywhere, but he’s 
choosing to create original content with the Web series 
“Comedians in Cars Getting Co!ee” on Crackle.com. Credit 
Berger, who has turned the website into an award-winning, 
multi-platform entertainment network with original content 
as good as anything you might see on television. 

Crackle was originally a user-generated site; Berger set 
about putting a di!erent spin on it about two years ago. “We 
sort of repositioned Crackle into what it is today, which is 
more akin to how you would program a traditional network 
to a world where the whole living room has evolved,” says 
Berger. “Today the living room is connected through gaming 
consoles and gaming devices and smart TVs and mobile tab-
lets and your phone in an anytime way. Crackle is designed 
for that world.” Though the site boasts an impressive amount 
of "lms, it is not an aggregation site. “Like a network, we 
have a lot of library movies and TV shows, but the originals 
are a really important piece for us that has to stand up to 
the quality of our library programming.” Those originals 
include not only Seinfeld’s show but “Chosen,” starring and 
executive produced by Milo Ventimiglia, and the comedy 
“Jailbait” from comic John Lehr. —JENELLE RILEY

Executive Vice President, Digital Networks,  
Sony Pictures Television (Crackle)

KERRY Trainor
CEO, Vimeo
Formerly of Hu#ngton Post, Trainor joined Vimeo last year as CEO. 
With an audience of 85 million, the site connects "lmmakers with an 
audience in unparalleled ways.

FRANKLIN LEONARD
Founder and CEO, the Black List
The founder of the annual list of best unproduced 
screenplays has launched a paid service to allow 
writers to have their scripts read by professionals.

ADAM Chapnick
Principal, Indiegogo
The days of throwing bake sales or galas to bankroll your passion 
project are over, thanks to Chapnick and the popular crowdfunding 
site Indiegogo, which is changing the way indies are made.

JENNI Powell
Producer, “The Lizzie Bennet Diaries”;  
Director of Content, VidCon
Previously digital content coordinator at Relativity Media, Powell 
uses her strong ties to the online media community and Web series 
production experience in selecting content for VidCon, the Comic-
Con for online videos.

KEN MARINO
Producer, “Burning Love”
With his wife, Erica Oyama, Marino produces the wild-
ly popular Web series, which parodies “The Bachelor.” 
It has lured such high-pro"le actors as Jennifer Aniston 
and has made the leap from Web to TV.

BRIAN Norgard
Co-founder and CEO, Chill
Norgard’s video platform, which allows comedians to bypass the 
middleman and monetize their original content, signals a sea 
change for digital distribution.

B E R G E R: C R A I G T.  M AT H E W; L EO N A R D: JAS O N M E R RI T T/G E T T Y I M AG ES; M A RI N O: K E V I N W I N T E R /G E T T Y I M AG ES
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FOR MANY aspiring screenwriters, writing a screenplay isn’t nearly as 
di!cult as getting someone at a production company to read it. Roy 
Price understands their pain. Price oversees the development and pro-
duction of original shows and "lms for Amazon Studios, the produc-
tion platform launched in 2010 by the Seattle-based e-commerce giant.

The model is unique. Users can upload scripts or show bibles for 
review by other users and Amazon’s development team. “We review 
and evaluate all submitted projects, and yes, we are happy to say there 
have been a lot—over 2,700 and counting,” says Price. Once a script 
is uploaded to the site, Amazon can option the property to add to its 
development slate.

Last fall, the studio took the next step by announcing orders for 14 
pilots—eight comedies and six children’s shows. “Once complete, our 
pilots will be posted exclusively on Amazon Instant Video for Amazon 
customers to watch for free,” says Price. And just as feedback from site 
users helped determine which projects were ordered to pilot, “viewer 
feedback will help determine which series Amazon Studios should 
produce.”

The pilots will be the "rst real test for Amazon’s open-door model. 
“If we deliver programming and content that customers enjoy and 
want more of, we’ll consider that a success,” says Price.  —PETE KEELEY

ROY PRICE
Director, Amazon Studios
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DAVID WAIN
Writer-director-actor, “Wainy Days,”  
“Childrens Hospital”
Wain followed his feature directorial debut “Wet 
Hot American Summer” with multiple successful 
Web series—including “Childrens Hospital,” which 
jumped from thewb.com to Adult Swim.

TED SARANDOS 
Chief Content O!cer, Net"ix
This former video-store clerk capitalizes on 
viewer habits, releasing exclusive digital content 
for Net#ix such as “House of Cards” and “Arrest-
ed Development” whole seasons at a time. 

MIKE Stoklasa
Founder, Red Letter Media
As Mr. Plinkett, he dissected “The Phantom Menace” in a 70-minute 
review and posed a series of questions about the validity of “Pro-
metheus.” He’s also responsible for Web series like “The Grabow skis” 
and “Half in the Bag.”  

KATE Wetherhead +  
ANDREW Keenan-Bolger
Creators, “Submissions Only”
Broadway performers Wetherhead and Keenan-Bolger’s popular 
Web series regularly attracts big-name Broadway talent and is 
raising funds on Kickstarter for its third season.

ADRIAN Sexton
Founder, New Medici
Having a great idea isn’t enough—you have to be able to sell it too. 
That’s where Sexton’s media strategy company comes in, ready to 
make the most out of your product.

SOPHIA Rossi, ZOOEY Deschanel +  
MOLLY McAleer
Founders, HelloGi#les
The women’s entertainment destination exclusively premiered 
the “New Girl” pilot in 2011 to millions of viewers, and Rossi and 
Deschanel recently launched a production company and signed a 
"rst-look deal with 20th Century Fox.
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