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the year is 2054. it’s post-civilization as we know it following a 
period of total economic and societal meltdown. People have 
gone back to living off the earth but not in the charming, 

artisanal kind of way they’re doing now — out of necessity. there are no 
atMs, no supermarkets, no rules, only violence and the law of the land. 
it’s a time so bleak, generations prior need to be warned. it is the future 
outlined in the psychological thriller sound of my Voice written by and 
starring one of hollywood’s most interesting new talents, brit Marling, 
who plays Maggie, a stunning cult leader sent back in time to save us.

now, i’m going to describe another kind of future, one that may be 
easier to digest: by the end of this year Marling, 28, will be one of the 
most sought-after young creatives in film. Coming off the success of her 
debut feature another earth (2011), which she also starred in and co-wrote, 
sound of my Voice hits theaters in April, and it will be just the first of many 
movies we’ll see her in this year, among them arbitrage with richard gere 
and robert redford’s The company you keep. but Marling will be in high 
demand not just for her performances on-screen, but also for her talent 
off-camera, penning some of the most original screenplays and characters 
we’ve seen in some time. 

it’s early morning in los angeles when i talk to the actress on the phone 
from where i am in new york. She marvels at how exciting it would be 
in Manhattan, which is endearing considering Marling’s life as of late: a 
whirlwind of premieres, publicity tours, parties and festivals. She is 4,000 
miles across the country, yet immediately her warmth and sincerity defy the 
distance and physical barrier of speaking via phone. Marling simultaneously 
comes off as both an eager little kid, ready to soak up all that life has to offer, 
and a wise old soul, whose calming nature and strong intellect ground her. 
her speech is eloquent, and though she insists she rambles on too quickly, 
her thoughts are fluid, and it’s easy to see why she excels as a writer. 

She’s accommodating, suggesting we go out for pancakes when either 
of us are on the same coast despite not eating wheat, and curious, asking 
as many questions of me as i’ve asked her. Marling is also sincere, almost 
teetering on innocent, yet she exudes a depth of character far great than 
her years suggest. there’s an air of mystery to her, which may be the part in 
her where her enigmatic film concepts come from. You get the sense she has 
direct access to many of life’s secrets, but you have to watch her movies to 
find out exactly what they are — and thankfully she’s started to feed them 
to us slowly, film by film.

Marling isn’t your typical breakout star. though the chicago native 
has always been a natural performer, she’s also always had an interest in 
numbers, and she married the two early on. as a kid, her parents — both 
real estate developers — took her to see her first play with a classmate in 
the role of helen keller. She realized she could be doing the same thing 
and command a fee. “I started getting the kids in the neighborhood 

to put on plays and dance routines, and I would charge exorbitant 
prices. I would tell my parents’ friends that they had to pay, like, 
$25 to see the show.” 

She attended georgetown University, majoring in economics and 
even spent a summer interning at goldman Sachs. but despite a head 
for figures, Marling turned down a job with the company when she 
recognized that finance wasn’t her passion. Instead, she dropped out of 
college and went off to Cuba in 2004 to make her first documentary — 
Boxers and Ballerinas — with georgetown alum, collaborator and one-time 
beau Mike Cahill. After filming, she returned to school, graduating as 
valedictorian. when she relocated to los angeles the following year to try 
her hand at acting, she found it a struggle to break into the industry, so she 
decided to take matters into her own hands. “I came out to L.A., and I 
wanted to act, and I felt so deeply about it. I felt so moved by the 
art of it and trying to wrap myself around it. But you don’t know 
how to begin. And everyone’s telling you that you can’t do it, and 
you’re just being rejected all the time,” Marling remembers. So she 
picked up a couple of books on how to write screenplays and taught herself 
the craft. “It’s funny when people create when they haven’t been 
told yet how to do it and what is right and what is wrong and what 
is good and what is bad. Something about that is so liberating. I’m 
glad that I wasn’t taught those things, because there’s something 
nice about coming at it instinctually and intuitively, especially 
with acting; it relies so heavily on instinct and imagination and 
vulnerably. And most of our experiences in the world don’t train 
us to use those muscles,” Marling muses.

She began developing the kind of roles that she’d like to see for 
women, working closely with cahill and another university friend Zal 
batmanglij, with the three also sharing an apartment. in just a short 
time, Marling had written, produced and shot another earth together 
with cahill and sound of my Voice with Batmanglij. Both films premiered 
at Sundance last year to critical acclaim and distributors immediately 
picked up both pieces. “There’s something about the time in which 
[the movies] were made and the fact that Mike and Zal and I went 
to school together and lived together for a short time out here. 
They are sort of sister pieces, or companions. And they both came 
up in this wave at Sundance of this class of new filmmakers that 
were making things for really cutthroat budgets but that were big 
on imagination and big on ideas despite those small budgets. I 
think it’s cool to see all those films come out and enter the world 
and see what kind of conversations they provoke.”

the conversations are many, at least in regard to Marling’s work, as 
the theories she brings up are almost always otherworldly, diving into the 
realm of science fiction and incorporating a lot of what-ifs. Some might 
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even equate her output as being new age, or perhaps post-new age. in 
2011’s another earth, an ethereal indie drama, Marling not only moved 
audiences in the starring role as rhoda, but also mesmerized us with 
its uncommon plotline. The film proposed the idea that another Earth 
— identical in every way to our own — exists, and that there is another 
you and another me up there living parallel lives. this heady concept 
was woven into a multifarious narrative with rhoda at the center of 
a controversy: She has a love affair with an older man whose family 
she killed in a drunk-driving accident four years prior. her struggle 
adapting to a life that she didn’t particularly want to continue living 
becomes the inspiration for an essay contest with the prize being a trip 
to the unknown planet. it was only because of Marling and cahill’s 
kinetic kinship that the resource-challenged project was made, with the 
two finding ways around a limited budget by moving into Cahill’s mom’s 
house in west haven, conn., and shooting at the high school where she 
teaches math. another earth was widely praised, winning accolades such 
as the alfred P. Sloan award at the 2011 Sundance Festival, but more 
importantly, it introduced the world to the two filmmakers. Marling 
describes their friendship as profound, while cahill elaborates; “I 
think the most important element of our collaborative process 
is creating an environment that is fearless — where anything 
is possible, anything is permissible, where there is a certain 
lawlessness to the art of creation. That freedom comes from 
trust. Routine doesn’t exist.” 

the fearlessness that cahill touches on has been central to Marling’s 
ability to succeed given the odds against her: there are plenty of aspiring, 
attractive 20-something actresses in los angeles. it goes without saying 
that Marling is beautiful, but it’s not the kind of beauty you see that often. 
this doesn’t necessarily upstage her other strengths; it just means that 
her onscreen performances are that much more enthralling to watch. yet 
what sets Marling apart is her ambition, her truly profound ideas, and the 
way she pursues her passion with blind abandon. “The only thing that 
really terrifies me is not taking risks and being afraid of failure. 
I think you’ve got to fail at this a couple of times and make some 
huge mistakes and embarrass yourself and be humbled. Then, 
go back to your craft and push it farther and reach out for more. 
I think, if anything, the danger is that one tries to play it too safe 
in acting or writing, and you just don’t end up making things that 
are that interesting or challenging or pushing things forward 
because you don’t want to offend or you want to be digestible.”

with sound of my Voice, Marling doesn’t play it safe. the future is 
a central theme, however, truth and belief systems and how far one is 
willing to go to discover and stay loyal to those beliefs are at its heart. the 
premiss finds the character of Maggie somehow propelled back in time 

before the collapse of civilization. her responsibility in the present is to 
usher in a small group of loyal, if not lost, souls to the new era safely. they 
come to her every night, first enduring a showering ritual, physically 
scrubbing themselves immaculate so that when they meet with their 
leader, their minds are also ready to be cleansed. 

“Maggie possesses a haunting quality that draws you in as a 
viewer. It’s that very quality that gives a glimmer of hope that she 
might be telling the truth and sets the whole story of Sound of My 
Voice into motion. Brit endows Maggie with that quality because 
she herself possesses an intangible on-screen presence that makes 
you lean in, that makes you a believer,” imparts batmanglij, who 
directed the film. Under the surface, however, there are cracks in the group. 
among them are Peter (played by christopher Denham) and his girlfriend 
Lorna (Nicole Vicious), earnest investigative reporters who infiltrate the 
group on a path to reveal Maggie as the fraud they believe her to be. 
“[Peter is] so rational and skeptical. I feel like I know Peter. I feel 
like a lot of me is like Peter. He believes in reason and facts, but 
it’s just because, on the inside, he’s the deepest romantic. I think 
all skeptics are truly the deepest romantics. It’s just that they’re so 
sensitive, they need the most evidence in order to believe.” 

the feature touches on a lot of questions many are already beginning 
to have, and this isn’t lost on Marling. “I think a lot of people are 
talking and meditating right now on the idea of where things are 
going,” Marling says. “It seems like we’re alive in a really weird 
time and we’re obviously on the most unsustainable track ever. 
It’s making a lot of people think about what would happen on 
the other side of a total meltdown. It seems like the system is 
much more fragile than any of us ever thought it was: the recent 
financial meltdown and the inability to recover and economies 
collapsing in different countries, you feel like it’s a sweater 
that you can pull the thread and the whole thing would unravel 
pretty quickly.” 

both Maggie and another earth’s rhoda aren’t the kind of women 
typically portrayed in hollywood movies. actually, these powerful 
archetypes just don’t exist on the big screen at all right now, and that’s 
where Marling comes in. “It feels like a lot of TV shows open up with 
naked women in dumpsters. It’s like, what the hell is going on 
there? Why is there so much abusive, aggressive, violent imagery 
against women?” she says. Marling hopes to shift the storyline, to 
write real women that are whole, complex and multilayered characters 
that not long ago moviegoers might have been uncomfortable with. 
“I’ve read that male writer/directors find that it’s much easier 
to have a strong woman if you write it as a man first and, then 
at the last minute, change gender. But I think the trick is to get 

“i think all skeptics are truly the deepest romantics. it’s just that 
they’re so sensitive, they need the most evidence in order to believe.” 
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conscious about it and crack the narrative in a different way. I’d 
love to see movies where women are strong in the unique ways in 
which women are strong and different than men,” Marling says. 
“I feel like men and women want to understand women better. 
Men want to understand their mothers and their wives and their 
girlfriends and daughters better. We should be making movies 
and TV shows that help explain women to men and help us better 
understand ourselves.” 

by writing the kind of self that she would like to play, Marling is also in 
the unique position to help define who women are today. With the risk of 
putting too much pressure on the young writer, she has the power to use her 
position to reflect in film what women’s roles in real life could look like. She 
has the ability to literally pen who the next generation of women could be. 

Marling is also part of this growing class of female filmmakers who 
wear many hats: writing, acting, directing and producing movies. “It’s 
been a long time of the male hero and protagonist, so we have 
some catching up to do. But I think it’s exciting because you’re 
seeing more female producers and more female writer/directors 
like Kristin Wiig and Lena Dunham, and you get excited because 
its such a uniquely female point of view on the world,” she reflects. 
yet while Dunham, wiig and predecessors like tina Fey and amy Poehler 
have made it their business to use comedy to expose weaknesses in society 
and themselves, navigating through their pitfalls with a heavy dose of 
humor, Marling is much more introspective and abstract. She urges you 
to think about life, about the world, about where we’re heading, where we 
came from and everything in between. 

after i get off the phone with Marling, i have just as many questions as 
when we started. She’s a rapid fire of ideas, and her thought process follows 
the least linear path available arriving at countless creative possibilities 
and formations of unlikely conclusions along the way. lest you think that 
makes Marling sound like a free spirit, the truth is she’s entirely devoted 
to her work. without prompting, her collaborators both bring up this fact. 
“Brit works harder than anyone else I know. Not because she’s 
one of those people who derives meaning out of working hard but 
because she enjoys it. She likes to read scripts, she likes to write, 
she likes to sit in a closet and meditate on a character for hours. 
That sets her apart from people. She gets pleasure from the work 
itself — not from the results,” suggests batmanglij. cahill also weighs 
in, “Brit was born out of the heads of the gods, fully formed. And 
despite having natural raw talent, she doesn’t stop there. She 
works her butt off, always in pursuit of deeper more profound 
truths, more real and peculiar human authenticity.” 

For Marling, the release of another earth and Sundance in general 
have opened doors to larger possibilities and more commercial parts, a 

gift she doesn’t take for granted, “I owe it all to the institute and to 
Robert [Redford]. One day you’re on one side of the fence, and the 
next day you’re on the other. Single people dramatically change 
other people’s lives forever. That, to me, is incredible.” redford 
has also cast her in his next picture, The company you keep, about the 
1970s student protest group the weather Underground, starring Shia 
lebeouf. She loved working with redford, who she sees as an inspiration 
because he pursues all of his other interests along with acting. Further, 
his professionalism allowed her to excel at her job. “Usually there’s 
anxiety on the set, and your job as an actor is to find sort of a 
calm center and dissolve into it like a puddle and just be in the 
moment. On his set, he creates a very still, safe space. He just 
comes in and out and whispers to you. And it’s like the dart that 
goes into your heart, and you’re like, ‘aha, yes, that.’” also out in 
2012 is arbitrage, a financial drama loosely based on the Bernie Madoff 
scandal. In it, Marling plays an investment officer, appropriate given her 
history with goldman Sachs. 

at some point Marling will have a chance to live a normal life again 
and explore all the things she loves about los angeles: hiking, the beach, 
hummingbirds, coyotes and psychics. actually, she insists “normal life” 
is necessary in order for her to create new scripts, “I think you have 
to go back out in the world and have experience. Get your heart 
broken, get dirty, and fuck up and make some mistakes and go on 
adventures and take some huge risks and have experience so that 
you have something to give.”

as for the kind of part she’ll take on next, Marling is uncertain. cahill 
would like to see her as a reincarnated princess, “purely for selfish 
reasons,” but Marling would prefer to do something a little less naive. 
“I’m really curious to do the vixen. I’m really curious about 
women being sexy in a way that isn’t totally obsessed with the 
male gaze,” she says. whatever she tackles, whether it’s writing, acting 
or both, her far-reaching abilities have the potential to propel her career 
well into the future. you see, brit Marling is that rare talent that comes 
around about as often as a beautiful cult overseer from 2054. 

“you have to go back out in the world and have experience. 
get your heart broken, get dirty, and fuck up and make some 
mistakes and go on adventures and take some huge risks and 

have experience so that you have something to give.”
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