
a novelization of the motion picture by  

rene gutteridge
based on the screenplay by

rik swartzwelder

old fashioned

Tyndale House Publishers, Inc.
Carol Stream, Illinois



 1. We know that Clay Walsh holds old-fashioned views 
about dating. Are there other areas of his life where he 
is old-fashioned? Do you see his views as good or bad 
ideas?

 2. As she drives into town, Amber says to her cat, “See 
how the road winds, and then off it goes, through the 
trees? You don’t really know what’s around the bend, 
see?” How do you approach a bend in the road? With 
fear? Excitement? Nonchalance?

 3. To an outsider, Brad, David, and Clay seem to have 
very little in common, yet they remain close friends. 
Why would they stay in relationship if they have grown 
so different from each other? Are there friendships that 
have endured in your life despite similar changes?

 4. Clay believes dating only trains people to be good 
dates in superficial relationships. Do you agree? 

discussion questions
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What benefits do you see in the dating model of 
contemporary culture? What are some of the dangers 
or drawbacks?

 5. If you were in Amber’s position, what would you think 
of Clay’s relationship philosophies? Would you go 
along with his rules and “dating” process? Why or why 
not?

 6. Clay thinks of Amber as “just the opposite of who 
he’d always imagined might draw his attention,” and 
several characters throughout the story comment on 
how different Clay and Amber seem to be. In your 
experience, is it true that opposites attract? How much 
similarity do you think is necessary for a couple to be 
compatible?

 7. According to Clay, some of the boundaries that used 
to exist to protect us have been removed. Name some 
boundaries that you believe fall into this category.

 8. One of Clay’s customers tells him, “Well, if you’re 
going to leave a legacy, you can’t be merely an observer, 
son. You gotta get a little beat up, like this old rocker.” 
What does Bert mean by this? Have you lived as an 
observer, or have you been beaten up? Explain.

 9. Amber keeps a list of all she’s done to live a life of 
giving. What would be on your list? Or, if you wanted 
to start living that way today, what goals would appear 
on your list to create a life of giving?



 10. Betty from the diner says to Clay, “Marriage is kind of 
like a tea bag. You don’t know how strong it really is till 
you get it in some boiling water.” Have you seen any 
real-life examples to confirm this? What steps do you 
think can be taken to strengthen a marriage before the 
“boiling water” comes along?

 11. Amber and Clay come up with some unconventional 
activities for their dates. Which of these sounded the 
most fun to you? Which was the strangest? If you were 
to fill a shoe box with ideas for creative outings, what 
would be in it?

 12. On one of her dates with Clay, Amber finds herself 
longing for “the simple fun of being chased.” What’s 
the difference between being chased and being test-
driven? What role do you think pursuit should play in 
establishing a romantic relationship?

 13. At one point, Clay fears he’ll never be free of the chains 
of his regrets and his past life. Have you ever struggled 
to be free of similar chains? What advice would you 
give to someone trying to be free of their past?

 14. Clay’s wise aunt Zella chides him to “Get over yourself. 
You and your pain.” Do you think this is good counsel? 
Why or why not? What does it mean to “be a good 
steward of your pain”?

 15. Disappointed by Clay’s reaction to her confession, 
Amber thinks, “He had been her goodness as recently 
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as this morning. The only goodness she’d ever known. 
Slowly, she was making the separation—Clay wasn’t 
God.” Have you ever found yourself elevating another 
person too highly or expecting them to take the place 
of God in your life? How did you make the separation?
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Rene: The latest statistics show that 1.89 billion people have 

a screenplay to pitch. How’d you beat the odds and get your 

movie made?

RIK: That’s a question you get asked by other filmmakers 
quite a bit. Everyone wants to know how you pulled it off 
. . . that or the names and numbers of your investors. Here’s 
the thing: ask a hundred different directors with a finished 
film that question and you’ll get a hundred different answers. 
Personally, I’ve had films almost get made at least a dozen 
times over the years.

Even with Old Fashioned, it almost got set up several times 
before things actually clicked and we got the green light. 
You really just have to keep moving forward, keep your head 
above water, keep believing in the impossible. Okay, confes-
sion time: I’m a huge Rocky fan (go ahead; mock me), and 
like he says, “It’s about . . . how much you can take and keep 
moving forward.” No one can answer that question but you.

Outside of divine intervention, persistence and tenacity 

Rene Gutteridge Interviews 
Rik Swartzwelder
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trump just about everything else in this business—in a lot 
of things in life. So staying alive long enough . . . that’s the 
trick. You have to fight the creative battle because you love 
it. Because you can do nothing else. Because it’s what God 
wired you to do. You may struggle for years and never see 
results. Or you might be an overnight success. We don’t often 
get to call those shots. Dream. Hope. Create. Let the chips 
fall where they may.

All of that’s probably not the answer you or any aspiring 
filmmaker out there was hoping for, alas. I wish I could give 
a checklist or a point-by-point how-to that could guarantee 
results, but I can’t. All of our journeys are different. And there 
are many paths to success. What I can say, without question, 
is this: the impossible . . . isn’t.

As writer, director, and lead actor in this film, did you ever get 

confused and start yelling, “Cut!” when you were supposed to 

be delivering your lines? Or are you pretty good at managing 

your split personalities?

That’s funny. At least I can laugh about it now. During pro-
duction however, it wasn’t easy; that’s a fact. There were cer-
tainly many times I wish I could have yelled at the director 
or the actor playing Clay.

You put your finger on something that makes acting and 
directing in the same film such a tricky proposition—the hat 
of “actor” and the hat of “director” are very, very different, 
and managing those “split personalities” requires a good plan 
and the support of your creative team.
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The one thing we did that made it much more feasible 
was have a longer than usual (for an indie film) period of pre-
production. We spent several months on the ground in Ohio 
and had things mapped out pretty well before any cameras 
started rolling; that made a big difference. Also, I had some 
key people, whose eyes I trust, help keep me from going off 
the rails, as they say. I’m grateful to have a lot of extremely 
talented and generous friends and cohorts. 

Some of where this film was shot has special meaning to 

you. Why was the location important to you, and what was 

the experience like filming in a place where so many people 

know you?

Tuscarawas County, Ohio. I grew up there, and to this day, I 
consider it one of the most beautiful stretches of land in this 
country—especially in the autumn. Am I biased? Of course! 
But that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.

The right locations can make all the difference in a 
movie—and even more so when you don’t have a lot of 
money to spend on building sets and art direction and all 
that good stuff. When your means are modest, it’s imperative 
that you find existing locations that are uniquely visual and 
alive and help tell your story without having to add much to 
what is already there. As much as I love that area, it wouldn’t 
be the perfect place to shoot every movie. However, it was 
the perfect place to shoot Old Fashioned. The stunning fall 
foliage, the town squares, classic Americana architecture, and 
variety of landscapes all lent themselves perfectly to what our 
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story was about. Further, at an even deeper level, I knew that 
I had an emotional connection with the places and people 
there that would heighten my senses and, hopefully, provide 
a heightened sense of intimacy and immediacy to our film. 
I wasn’t disappointed in any way. Plus, I actually ended up 
seeing more of the area than I ever had growing up there, 
which was cool.

The big surprise to me was just how much the community 
rallied around us. I figured we’d have decent support, but what 
we got was an avalanche of love and enthusiasm that really 
helped turn our modest budget into much, much more. It 
meant a lot to many of the locals that we thought the region 
was worth being in a movie. There was one elderly lady—I’ll 
never forget—who came up and took my hand and thanked 
me, tears in her eyes, for coming home and acknowledging 
what a special place the county is. I almost lost it.

One of the things that drew me to the script was how funny yet 

deeply emotional it was. As a filmmaker, how hard is it to find 

actors who can do both in one film?

Not every actor can play both, that’s true. But just like casting 
for any type of film or character, you look for the actor who 
can do what you need most naturally. Also, whenever possible, 
having potential actors read together and play off of each other 
during the audition process is a big help. Sometimes actors just 
click, especially with humor, and you really don’t want to wait 
until you’re on set to see if there’s chemistry or not.

You have to keep digging right up until the moment you 
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simply run out of time. To beat the same drum yet again—
don’t rush preproduction, especially on a low-budget film. 
We spent many months auditioning well over a thousand 
people (both nationally and in the local region) trying to find 
just the right mix.

When you’re casting a film, what are some qualities you look 

for beyond an actor just “looking right” for the part?

Above all else, you have to try to find an actor who simply is 
your character . . . even if that means he or she doesn’t look 
exactly like you imagined the character in your head.

Case in point: Amber. When I was writing the script, I 
always imagined Amber with long black hair and dark-brown 
eyes. Now, one of the very first actresses to audition for the 
role of Amber was Elizabeth Ann Roberts. No doubt about 
it, Elizabeth has a great look—but she doesn’t have black 
hair or brown eyes. So even though I saw her audition and 
was completely blown away by her talent and how much 
she embodied the essence of Amber, I kept looking . . . and 
looking . . . and looking . . . for an actress with black hair 
and brown eyes who could make the character come alive 
the way Elizabeth did. No one ever even came close. And the 
more I searched, the less the hair and eyes seemed to matter. 
Elizabeth was Amber; she was from the very beginning.

I won’t call the additional casting sessions for that role a 
complete waste of time because I learned a lot in the process, 
but it was a long journey to come back around to where it 
began. I think you have to have an idea of what you’re looking 
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for in a character, but it’s risky to lock into specific physical 
characteristics in advance—especially if you’re the writer as 
well. You need to stay open, look for connections beyond just 
the physical—look for the emotional, the spiritual.

What is your favorite scene in the movie?

That’s like asking which of your children is your favorite. Even 
if there is an answer to that question, you can’t really give it. 
And every scene serves a different purpose, you know? A scene 
that might seem less important or powerful may actually be 
planting the seed that provides the “great” scene with all its 
resonance. Take away one piece of the puzzle and it’s incom-
plete—it’s the whole that matters. Just for kicks, however, I can 
say this: my favorite scenes in the screenplay are not necessarily 
my favorite scenes in the movie. But that’s as far as I’ll go.

Which scene was the hardest to film and why?

Again, it’s hard to compare. Some scenes are tricky for emo-
tional reasons; some are more difficult from a technical per-
spective. Generally, any of the scenes with more people—the 
bar stuff, the party at David and Lisa’s, the bachelor party—
require a little more time and effort. The ending in the grocery 
store definitely raised the bar for all the departments and had a 
lot of moving pieces, but in that case, the extra work was more 
in the prep. The actual production went pretty smoothly.

In fact, to the credit of the cast and crew, there were very 
few hiccups during production. Outside of the standard pro-
duction challenges, there really weren’t any major disasters. 
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And that’s a testament to the countless hours of prep and 
commitment to excellence by many.

On the emotional side, the raw and heartfelt moments 
with Clay and Amber were hard . . . but not in terms of 
execution, more in just the process of experiencing all of 
those feelings. Those were the days when all those hats I 
was wearing really took their toll on me. It’s not easy to rip 
open your soul and then immediately shift and go check the 
monitor for playback.

This is one more reason (of many) that I thank God for 
Elizabeth Ann Roberts playing the role of Amber. First and 
foremost, she is a committed actor who does all of her home-
work and really knows how to dig deep and bring it when 
it matters most—and that brought out the best in everyone 
else. The value of that is immeasurable. But equally impor-
tant—to me, personally—was how supportive she was of the 
unique and daunting situation I was in as a writer-director-
actor. She bent over backward to lessen the pressure and 
strain I was under. I will always be grateful to her for that.

What prompted the idea for Old Fashioned? And when you 

get an idea, what qualifications must it pass to get it to the 

next level of actually writing it? In other words, what do you 

look for in an idea that makes you more carefully consider it 

and decide if you want to dedicate the next ten or so years of 

your life to it?

The writing of Old Fashioned was birthed out of a lot of fac-
tors and ideas all culminating at a very specific moment in 
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my own spiritual journey. It covers a lot of years and experi-
ences and could really fill up a book on its own—I will spare 
you that. Actually, we cover the answer in greater detail in 
The Old Fashioned Way (yes, that’s a shameless plug for our 
companion book), but to boil it down to a single idea here—
I’d say I believed there was a story that wasn’t being told at all 
and I felt compelled to try.

Compelled. That’s a good word in regard to the second 
part of your question. If I can’t ignore or shake loose an idea 
or a thought or sometimes even just an image—that’s how I 
know. Usually, I’ll jot down notes on anything I can find. (I 
have notebooks, boxes, and folders full of scribblings on nap-
kins, old plane tickets, store receipts, etc.) Once enough of 
those random thoughts start collecting around a single theme 
or character(s), then I might go away for a few days and see if 
I can cluster them together into something worth pursuing.

In terms of time . . . as I write this, we are still in post-
production on Old Fashioned, and I have already been 
through many months of editing, multiple rounds of test 
screenings, extensive conference calls and feedback sessions, 
etc. I’m telling you, if I wasn’t absolutely in love with the 
core idea of Old Fashioned (and surrounded by a com mitted 
group of folks who love the idea as much as I do, if not 
more), it would be very hard to keep pushing forward with 
the passion and enthusiasm that filmmaking demands.

And of course, as we get a little older, the value and pre-
ciousness of time begins to settle on us a bit—at least it has 
on me. Life is far too short and sacred a thing to exhaust 
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your time or talent—or any gift from God—on something 
you don’t believe in or is less than the best you have to offer 
at that moment. So for those projects that we initiate, the 
ones that we bring into being from the deepest reaches of 
our souls . . . well, as someone once said, we should con-
sider the cost.

The first time we spoke on the phone was during a confer-

ence call with all the parties involved, and I promised you I’d 

take care of your “baby.” It must be pretty terrifying to trust 

another writer, in an entirely different medium, to do justice to 

all aspects of your story. Yet I find filmmakers are way more 

trusting about the interpretation of their work than most novel-

ists. What makes you so trusting? And what was it about your 

story that made you think it would make a good novel?

Although I’m not sure if screenwriters are any more trusting 
than novelists, I do think the collaborative nature of film-
making helps prepare screenwriters to accept—if not always 
embrace—the realities of “team” creativity.

Once this idea of a novelization started to gain traction, I 
remember making the choice to approach it just like produc-
tion. A screenplay is a template for production—the realities 
of which all but guarantee there will be changes, adjustments, 
slight detours along the way. Same thing for turning the 
screenplay into a novel. You have to maintain the integrity 
and “blueprint” of the script, but just like production, you 
have to be open to the realities of the process and accept that 
certain twists and turns will be necessary.
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Having you as a collaborator made all the difference, 
Rene. And this is another parallel to filmmaking: having the 
right collaborators is essential. It is much, much easier to 
hand off a screenplay to a producer or director who really 
“gets” the material and is committed to it. Same thing with 
the novelization.

From our very first chat, it was obvious to me that you 
genuinely understood what we were trying to do with the 
film and what the heart of the story was all about. You cared 
about the characters and you had such respect for the inter-
connectedness of all the elements of the screenplay. I knew 
you were trustworthy. And your work verified that trust.

And finally, what was it about the story of Old Fashioned 
that made me think it would make a good novel? That’s a 
great question. I wasn’t sure at first, honestly. But clearly the 
folks at Tyndale saw something there—saw the potential. 
And the more I thought, the more I saw it too. I also saw the 
possibility of expanding and enriching the story in certain 
ways—especially in regard to the character of Clay.

Clay doesn’t say a lot. He doesn’t do a lot. His struggle 
is very internal. These are challenging characteristics for a 
film protagonist, where visual representation is so crucial. In 
a novel, since we can so much more easily get in a charac-
ter’s head and unpack the baggage a little more directly and 
explicitly . . . that’s a real advantage for a character like Clay.

At the end of the day, Old Fashioned is about ideas, and 
the novelization was a way to dig deeper and mine those ideas 
even more. You did so with such precision and artistry that 
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the book really does stand alone and, in many ways, improves 
and helps illuminate the source material. Thanks again for 
that . . . for sharing your unique and elegant voice in the 
telling of this story.
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