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LOS ANGELES — Mo-
tion Picture Association of 
America’s new film-rating 
chief Kelly McMahon can 
relate to parents who have 
to figure out what’s ap-
propriate for their kids to 
watch. She has an 8-year-
old son who loves scary 
movies.

The 46-year-old long-
time corporate lawyer 
says she’ll let her son 
watch a film like “Jaws,” 
which got a surprisingly 
low PG rating in 1975. But 
she knows other parents 

wouldn’t allow their kids 
to see the intense classic 
shark movie.

“We’re in the minority, 
I know,” McMahon says 
with a smile at the MPAA’s 
offices at the Sherman 
Oaks Galleria, where the 
nonprofit organization 
screens movies for its 
team of movie raters. “I’m 
not going to turn on ‘Jaws’ 
when his friends are over.”

Those kinds of judg-
ment calls have recently 
taken on a much larger 
significance for McMahon, 
who now has one of the 
thorniest and least-under-
stood jobs in Hollywood. 
On Monday, McMahon 
took over as head of the 
MPAA’s ratings board, 
leading the small group of 
parents who anonymously 
assign ratings, ranging 
from G to NC-17, to hun-
dreds of movies a year.

She replaces Joan 

Graves, 77, who recently 
retired after 18 years as 
head of the ratings body.

The MPAA, led by 
former U.S. ambassador 
Charles Rivkin, is looking 
to McMahon to bring a 
fresh perspective to the 
50-year-old ratings system, 
which has sometimes tak-
en heat from moviegoers, 
filmmakers and political 
groups. Some critics have 
accused the MPAA of per-
mitting too much violence 
in PG-13 movies while 
being overly sensitive to 
sexual content. Many also 
see the group’s language 
criteria, in which more 
than one F-word usually 
earns an R, as overly rigid.

Assisting families
McMahon, in her first 

interview since taking the 
helm, defended the ratings 
system, which she says has 
remained a reliable and 

essential tool for families 
navigating the multiplex.

However, she says one 
of her first major goals is 
to reach out to parents, 
filmmakers and politi-
cal groups — including 
LGBTQ and religious 
organizations — to hear 

their concerns. She also 
wants to add more people 
to the rating board to 
ensure its decisions are 
representative of Ameri-
can consumers. The board 
currently employs only 
eight raters; McMahon 
wants to grow the board 

to 12. She also wants to 
address the once-common 
G (general audiences) 
rating, which has virtual-
ly disappeared from the 
industry.

“I think I’ll be asking 
more questions of our 
raters and the process,” 
she said. “As great as any 
system is, there’s always 
room for improvement.”

Late MPAA Presi-
dent Jack Valenti, who 
led the organization for 
decades, launched the 
rating administration in 
1968 as an alternative to 
government censorship 
amid the decline of the 
dreaded Hays Code. The 
Classification and Rating 
Administration, as it is 
formally called, has doled 
out roughly 30,000 ratings, 
according to a report the 
association issued last 
year.
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Kelly McMahon is the new head of the MPAA’s often 
controversial ratings board.
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The Chippewa Valley Symphony 
Orchestra’s next concert draws on 
the idea that the city’s new perform-
ing arts center can bring the com-
munity together.

That’s true from the obvious 
standpoint of performers and audi-
ence members gathering in Pablo 
Center at the Confluence, but the 
major piece on the Saturday pro-
gram in Pablo Center’s RCU Theatre 
has required a sizable crowd just 
counting the ensemble.

For Carl Orff’s room-shaking “Car-
mina Burana,” the orchestra will be 
joined by the newly formed Chippe-
wa Valley Festival Chorus, which has 
80 singers. In total, it’s a group that 
wouldn’t fit on a local concert stage 
until Pablo Center opened.

“The reason we didn’t do it until 
this year is because you need a real-
ly big stage,” said Nobuyoshi Yasuda, 
the CVSO’s music director.

But Yasuda also likes the idea of 
the venue serving as a point of refer-
ence for the region’s performers and 
arts appreciators.

“I believe Pablo Center is the 
place that will connect people,” 
he said, then adding specifically in 
this case, “bring people from many 
different choirs.”

Yasuda is well aware of the Chip-
pewa Valley’s proud choral tradition. 
“I know so many wonderful choirs 
in Eau Claire,” he said.

So he hoped to help form an 
independent choir to perform not 
just regularly with the orchestra but 
on its own as well. To help with that 

he recruited Jerry Hui, director of 
choral activities at UW-Stout.

Like-minded
Yasuda had not previously met 

Hui, but he soon realized he ap-
peared to be the right leader for the 
job.

“My instinct was just right; more 
than right,” Yasuda said. “He had 
this incredibly positive attitude. 
… He generated the fun, the joy of 
rehearsal. After the rehearsal, many 
people said, ‘Oh, this is fun.’”

That matches Yasuda’s desire 
to combine fun for his players as 
well as leading a high-level perfor-
mance.

“We don’t just ask people, ‘You 
do this’ (or) just train them to do 
something,” he said. “No, no, no! We 

want to have many, many people 
participate in this wonderful project, 
but we want them to enjoy it.”

Hui said he also follows that phi-
losophy.

“First and foremost, for me music 
making, especially in a choir situ-
ation, is really all about the com-
munal experience, and I would 
certainly hope that we are provid-
ing a communal experience that is 
actually fun, positive and enjoyable 
instead of dark, angry and misera-
ble,” he said with a laugh.

Hui acknowledged that in previ-
ous generations choral and orches-
tral maestros often had the reputa-
tion of being fearsome taskmasters, 
but he doesn’t believe in leading by 
intimidation.

“Life is short,” he said. “Why not 

make music and have fun at the 
same time?”

Hui brings to his role experi-
ence as a composer, conductor 
and performer. Besides leading 
the UW-Stout choirs, Hui serves 
as conductor of the Menomonie 
Singers, assistant conductor at the 
Madison Early Music Festival, and 
artistic director of the Eau Claire-
based Schola Cantorum, a 12-voice a 
cappella choir that performs music 
of the medieval, renaissance and 
baroque periods.

Rising to the challenge
In listing the challenges of “Car-

mina Burana,” Hui said the language 
requires special attention. Orff 
put together the text from various 
manuscripts from the 13th century 
— mostly written in Latin with a few 
old German pieces mixed in.

“The problem is, even if you 
speak German, in fact, especially if 
you speak modern day German, the 
language would look very obscure 
because the spelling is different or 
(the section has) alternate words,” 
Hui said. “It’s probably written in 
some dialect so even that is tricky.”

Even singers comfortable with 
singing church music in Latin will 
find themselves tested.

“We are going for what is called 
a German-Latin pronunciation,” he 
said. “Mostly because, just so that 
we can respect the origin of the 
text but also the composer himself, 
Carl Orff, was German and there’s 
a pretty specific and different way 
how Latin would be pronounced in 
Germany, even to this day.”

New chorus to make its debut on powerful work with orchestra
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The Chippewa Valley Festival Chorus, directed by Jerry Hui, sings during a rehearsal at Plymouth Congregational United Church of Christ in Eau Claire. The 
chorus is making its debut Saturday in a performance of “Carmina Burana” with the Chippewa Valley Symphony Orchestra.
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Nobuyoshi Yasuda, conductor and music director of the Chippewa Valley 
Symphony Orchestra, leads a rehearsal for the group’s Saturday concert. 
The program features “Carmina Burana,” Beethoven’s Egmont Overture and 
Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture.

See MPAA  Page 4E

See CVSO  Page 4E
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Plus, he added, if it’s not 
sung that way, “it makes 
no musical sense.”

The rewards, Hui said, 
come from the fact that 
the music contains abun-
dant memorable tunes, 
including the famous sec-
tion called “O Fortuna.” 
But even other passages 
stand out.

“For the rest of the 
piece they still provide 
endless amounts of very 
simple, very fun to sing 
melodies on repeat,” he 
said, while acknowledging 
those melodies accompa-
ny large clusters of words 
sung rapidly.

But Hui complimented 
the group’s progress.

“The chorus sound is 
really good, and they’re 
learning things really 
fast,” he said.

Familiar music
“Carmina Burana,” 

which premiered in 
1937, may or may not be 
recognizable to particular 
audience members by its 
name, but it should strike 
a chord of familiarity 
upon hearing it. That’s 
because the music has 
been borrowed for the 
soundtrack of films such 
as “Glory” and “The Hunt 
for Red October” and in 
television shows and com-
mercials as well.

In fact, Yasuda said, 
when he first brought up 
the title, some seemed 
unfamiliar with it.

“When we played one 
chord they said, ‘Oh, that 
one. We want to sing that. 
Of course.’”

Yasuda also is delighted 
to be performing “Carmi-
na Burana” because it has 
been on the wish list of 
Mel Breed, who with his 
wife, Leann, is a strong 
supporter of the CVSO.

“Mel told me that, ‘the 
thing is, you feel I’m giv-
ing you financial support, 
but you actually are mak-
ing my dream come true,’” 
he said.

Breed said in a phone 
interview that he and 
Leann had seen the work 
performed by the Quad 
City Symphony Orchestra 
when their son attended 
Augustana College in that 
area.

“We were just smitten 
by the whole piece,” he 
said.

Among the reasons 

Breed hoped for a perfor-
mance of the work in Eau 
Claire was that it could be 
the impetus for creating a 
symphony choir. So when 
it appeared Pablo Center 
at the Confluence was on 
track, he said, he made the 
suggestion.

“Nobu was very recep-
tive,” he said. “He knew 
the piece, thought it 
would be exciting.”

The other selections 
on the Saturday program  
also help close the CV-
SO’s season dynamically.

Besides “Carmina 
Burana,” which Yasuda 
described as “mighty and 
powerful,” they will pres-
ent Beethoven’s Egmont 
Overture, a piece Yasuda 
said has a “victorious 
spirit,” and Tchaikovsky’s 
1812 Overture with its 
“grand and majestic and 
positive” sound — and 
cannon blasts.

It should be noted, 
Yasuda was quick to add, 
they won’t be using actual 
cannons in the perfor-
mance.

“We don’t want to 
destroy Pablo Center,” he 
said with a grin.

The orchestra’s 2019-20 
season, while not official-
ly announced yet, will 
include Beethoven’s Sym-
phony No. 9, Yasuda said. 
As that piece also calls for 
a large choir, the hope is 
again to feature the Festi-
val Chorus, and Hui said 
he is hoping to again lead 
the group, although some 
planning details remain to 
be worked out.

Thus, it appears the 
orchestra and Pablo Cen-
ter will continue to make 
high level connections.

Contact: 715-833-9214, 
william.foy@ecpc.com,  
@BillFoy1 on Twitter 

Counting F-bombs and 
dissecting sex scenes in 
movies can seem quaint at 
a time when questionable 
material is widely avail-
able online.

Major influence
Yet ratings remain 

highly influential. They 
are critical for studios’ 
business because they 
can influence a film’s 
commercial performance, 
experts said. An R rating 
can shrink the audience 
for a movie that was 
designed as a broad-based 
summer blockbuster. An 
NC-17 designation can de-
stroy a movie’s box-office 
prospects by making it so 
no one 17 and under will 
be admitted to the theater.

“It’s a real matter of 
commercial significance,” 
said Alan Friedman, an 
entertainment industry 
attorney at Fox Rothschild 
who has helped studios 
appeal ratings and previ-
ously served as general 
counsel to Miramax. 
“Many dollars flow from 
getting the rating that 
you’re trying to get.”

McMahon, a UCLA 
School of Law alum who 
grew up frequenting the 
local drive-in theater in 
Long Island, N.Y., is a 
relative newcomer to the 
ratings.

Her predecessor Graves 
first joined the MPAA 
as a part-time rater in 
1988 before ascending to 
the chair spot in 2000. 
McMahon, by contrast, 
previously served as 
corporate counsel at the 
MPAA for nearly 12 years, 
spending much of her ten-
ure reviewing contracts, 
employment issues and 
other business matters. 
Before that, she was an 
associate at a Century 
City law firm.

For an avid movie 
watcher, whose favorite 
films are “Braveheart” 
and “The Princess Bride,” 
the rating chair job was 
attractive to McMahon.

“It’s so unique and so 
interesting,” she said of 
her new role. “You grow 
up with the ratings. … 
That was a part of me 
growing up.”

McMahon started 
sitting in on screening 
sessions in January to get 
accustomed to her new 
role.

“It was nerve-racking 
at first,” she said. “You 
don’t want to be the sole 
PG when everyone else is 
PG-13.”

However, she’s no 
stranger to the controver-
sies ratings cause. For the 
last year and a half, she 
has overseen the rating 
appeals process, in which 
studios and filmmakers 
try to get ratings changed. 

That experience gave her 
insight into the process 
and the concerns of film-
makers and studios.

Showdown  
with Clint

The first appeal she 
faced was for the 2018 
Warner Bros. release 
“15:17 to Paris,” which the 
MPAA had rated R for 
violence. Director Clint 
Eastwood, who wanted 
the rating changed to 
PG-13 to get the widest 
possible audience, made 
his pitch to the MPAA in 
person.

“He was very persua-
sive,” McMahon said. 
“Joan’s funny. Going in, 
she was like, ‘I always lose 
to Clint Eastwood.’”

Sure enough, Eastwood 
prevailed and got his 
PG-13.

Following Eastwood’s 
presentation, McMahon 
walked the famed ac-
tor-director to his car 
and helped him retrieve 
a parking slip that he’d 
dropped in his vehicle.

The changing of the 
guard at the MPAA comes 
during a broader evo-
lution of the lobbying 
group amid major indus-
try upheaval, including 
the consolidation of 
the studios and the rise 
of digital players that 
compete with the tradi-
tional movie companies. 
One of its members, 20th 

Century Fox, was recently 
absorbed by Walt Disney 
Co. The MPAA recently 
welcomed streaming giant 
Netflix Inc. into its mem-
bership, which consists of 
Disney, Universal Pic-
tures, Warner Bros., Sony 
Pictures and Paramount 
Pictures.

As for the ratings, a key 
challenge for McMahon 
and her team is to keep 
up with the times and 
figure out what most 
parents will find suitable 
for kids. Finding common 
ground can be tricky in 
an increasingly polarized 
nation where cultural val-
ues are vastly divided by 
geography and political 
preference.

“The hardest part of 
that job is having to adjust 
to all of those changes 
and remain relevant,” 
said Ethan Noble, head of 
New York-based Motion 
Picture Consulting, which 
helps studios, includ-
ing Netflix, navigate the 
ratings. “You have to keep 
Middle America happy, 
and you have to keep the 
coasts happy. It’s a tight-
rope to walk, for sure.”

But the job has had 
yielded unexpected per-
sonal benefits for McMa-
hon, who lives in Sherman 
Oaks. For one thing, her 
son is now curious about 
what she does for a living 
and asks what movies she 
saw that day.
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Members of the Chippewa Valley Symphony Orchestra 
rehearse recently in UW-Eau Claire’s Haas Fine Arts 
Center. The orchestra will close its season Saturday in 
Pablo Center at the Confuence’s RCU Theatre.

If You Go
• What: “In Dynamic 

Company,” a concert by 
the Chippewa Valley 
Symphony Orchestra, 
conducted by Nobuy-
oshi Yasuda, featuring 
the Chippewa Valley 
Festival Chorus, direct-
ed by Jerry Hui.

• When: 7:30 p.m. Sat-
urday.

• Where: Pablo Center at 
the Confluence’s RCU 
Theatre, 128 Graham 
Ave.

• How much: $10 to $55.

• To buy: 715-492-0240; 
cvsymphony.org or 
pablocenter.org.

Season to close on triumphant note
» CVSO

FROM PAGE 3E

Tougher rating can hurt films’ earnings
» MPAA

FROM PAGE 3E

New York Daily News

Get ready to feel 
electrified by “Pokemon 
Detective Pikachu.”

The highly anticipated 
movie introduces beloved 
Pokemon characters in a 
way audiences have never 
seen before: as comput-
er-generated creatures in 
a live-action setting.

Depicting a world 
where life-like Pokemon 
with scales and fur walk 
among humans was a 
complicated task for the 
movie’s stars, who had 
to pretend they were in-
teracting with characters 
who weren’t really there. 
Justice Smith, who plays 
Tim Goodman, recalls a 
particularly tough scene 
involving his character, 
Pikachu and Mr. Mime.

“Because Mr. Mime and 
Pikachu don’t actually 
exist, I’m having to track 
where they are in the 
room at both times and 
make sure that when I’m 
looking at Mr. Mime, 
I know in the back of 
my head that Pikachu is 
walking across the room,” 
Smith said. “So when I 
turn back to Pikachu, he’s 
not going to be in the 
same spot that I saw him 
in before.

“Doing all that and then 
also acting on top of that, 
that was challenging,” he 
said. “But it was fun. It’s 
just fun. It’s like playing 
pretend.”

Smith, 23, had expe-
rience shooting scenes 
with imaginary charac-
ters, having starred in last 
year’s “Jurassic World: 
Fallen Kingdom.” But that 
movie generally required 
him to just “run away 
screaming,” he explained. 

“Pokemon Detective 
Pikachu” — based on a 
video game that came out 
worldwide in 2018 — had 
him engaging with Pika-
chu and others, requiring 
him to look at a tennis 
ball, puppet or sometimes 
nothing at all.

Pikachu is portrayed 
by Ryan Reynolds, who 
voiced the character and 
wore a facial capture rig 
to convey the lovable 
electric rodent’s emotions 
as he delivered lines.

The movie, which hit 
theaters Friday, centers 
on Pikachu’s detective 
partner Harry Goodman 
— Tim’s father — going 
missing, causing Tim 
and the yellow Pokemon 
to team up to solve the 
mystery. Tim is the only 
human who can under-
stand Pikachu, and direc-
tor Rob Letterman says 
Reynolds really made the 
quick-witted character 
his own.

“We needed to get a 
big personality for this 
little adorable character,” 
Letterman said. “That 
contrast was a lot of fun. 
And then, someone who 
can be incredibly funny 
but also have a dramatic, 
grounded performance. 
… Not everyone can pull 
that off.

“We were already kind 
of zeroing in on Ryan, 
but we did this test,” he 
said. “We took a clip from 
‘The Change Up,’ one 
of his movies from way 
back. Just randomly took 
a clip, and the animation 
team animated Pikachu 
to that clip just as a test. 
We didn’t approach Ryan 
at that point. Once I saw 
that, it was perfect.”

Pokemon characters 
given new life

Warner Bros. Pictures

Kathryn Newton and Justice Smith appear in a scene 
from “Pokemon Detective Pikachu.”
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Upcoming EVENTS

Heyde Center For The Arts
3 S. High St., Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin 54729

For tickets or information
visit www.cvca.net or call 715-726-9000

ANIMAL TALES

Sunday, May 12, 2:00 – 2:45 p.m. (Family Friendly)

Tickets: $9 adults, $8 seniors,
$5 youth/assisted living residents,

family of four $24

A live animal educational program that
brings animal characters from

books to life!

LYRA – RUSSIAN VOCAL ENSEMBLE

Friday, May 17 at 7:30 p.m.

Tickets: adults $10, seniors $9,
youth $3

A vocal ensemble from St. Petersburg,
Russia bringing the musical heritage of
the Russian Orthodox Church and the

traditions of Russian folk music.


