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mission

W I T H  H I S  D I R E C T O R I A L  D E B U T , 
C O M P O S E R  A L E X A N D E R  J A N K O  ’ 8 3  L S  S H I F T S  P E R S P E C T I V E



It’s a fair question. Her memoir, A Year by the Sea: Thoughts of an Unfinished Woman, 

recounts the transformative period in her life when, as an empty nester in a stagnant 

marriage, she decided to retreat to the family cottage in Cape Cod rather than follow 

her husband across the country to his new job. It’s about rediscovering herself after 

years of living for other people and learning that the story of her life, even in its later 

stages, was still unwritten.

A student at Santa Catalina Lower and Middle School with two older sisters and 

a busy ob-gyn father, Janko grew up surrounded by women. Like Anderson, he 

experienced a profound transformation later in life. So when he read the mildewy, 

jacketless copy of Anderson’s memoir that had appeared on his kitchen counter,  

he found himself on a mission. 

“I opened it up and three hours later I was convinced that I needed to make a movie, 

not for myself necessarily, but for all women, all the daughters of those women, all the 

granddaughters of those women,” he said.

Anderson was sold. In a reflection titled “From Memoir to Movie,” she wrote,  

“I came to realize he’s one of those rare males who understands the feminine need  

to be something other than a roster of roles.”

Year by the Sea marks Janko’s directorial debut after a decade working in Hollywood as 

a composer and orchestrator. The movie opened in late February 2017 in Florida after 

racking up more than a dozen awards on the festival circuit. The movie took seven 

years to come to fruition, financed in 

part by a robust Kickstarter campaign. 

Janko’s doggedness to get it made speaks 

to more than just his love of the material. 

The film is a manifestation of a dream 

he’d had as a child but then ignored for 

20 years. That dream returned to him 

the moment he experienced the collision 

of a professional high and a personal low.

Lost and found

      
The story goes that when his sisters’ 

piano teacher pulled up outside the 

Janko house in his pink van, three-year-

old Xandy would climb up on the piano 

bench and scream until he got a piece of 

the action. By seven, Xandy had picked 

up the cello; he started playing in trios 

and quartets a couple of years later, and 

continued to play through high school. 

He wrote an original composition that 

opened the door to Princeton.

Janko didn’t intend to make music a 

career. Though he ended up with a 

degree in music, he began college with 

a focus on East Asian studies. A chance 

encounter with the mom of a childhood 

friend led him to an internship with 

Oscar-nominated composer Alan 

When Alexander Janko ’83 LS first approached Joan 

Anderson about turning her New York Times best-selling 

memoir into a movie, one of her first questions was: What 

does a 40-something-year-old man want with a story 

about women?
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Silvestri, and later to Hollywood, where 

he teamed up with composer David 

Newman on 35 films.

Then, in 2002, a career milestone:  

Janko composed the score for My Big 

Fat Greek Wedding. But just as that 

independent movie was becoming a 

sensation, Janko and his then wife, 

Cressey Belden Janko ’87, lost their  

first child, a son, in stillbirth.

“The juncture of such a personal crisis 

with such a professional opportunity 

shook me to the core,” he said. “It lifted 

the rose-colored glasses off my face.”  

The consumerist trappings of Hollywood 

no longer appealed to him. The loss of 

his son was tempered by the birth of his 

daughter, and she was what mattered.  

He left Los Angeles with his family, built 

a cabin in the wilderness with his father, 

and took stock of his life. His childhood 

self returned to his consciousness.

“I was eleven years old when I had this 

strong, profound vision of wanting to 

be a monk—and I don’t mean that in a 

Alexander Janko preps a scene  
on Nantucket Sound.

Janko with sisters Ibi Janko Murphy ’83 
and Julia Janko Wong ’82.
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I want to start to 

think about what I 

can do as a human 

being but also as 

a creative being 

to have a greater 

impact on the world.

religious sense,” he said. “I mean that in 

a sort of focused, simple life sense. For 

me, what that’s evolved into is being a 

creative monk… . I realized I don’t want 

to worry about every paperclip that’s 

in my desk drawer. I want to start to 

think about what I can do as a human 

being but also as a creative being to have 

a greater impact on the world. That’s 

when I decided to pursue independent 

filmmaking.”

That’s also when Anderson’s memoir 

showed up on his kitchen counter.

Women as they are

      
When Janko reflects on the process of 

making the movie, which he also wrote, 

he often returns to his experience at 

Santa Catalina. He believes that, as a 

boy on a majority-female campus, he 

became more attuned to the hyper-self-

consciousness that some girls feel, but 

also more aware of their natural strength 

and confidence.

From music teacher Avon Gillespie, who 

arrived at the school when he was in 

grade 5, Janko learned the importance of 

emotion behind a performance. 

“If anything, it probably just heightened 

my sensitivity…and I’m saying that was a 

good thing,” he said. “In today’s world, in 

our current political environment, being 

the father of a daughter, I think it’s an 

invaluable asset to have as a man.”

Alexander Janko says the 
memoir that inspired the film 
just showed up on his kitchen 
counter. But how did it get 
there? His wife at the time 
found it at the dump.

“Here’s the crazy, surreal thing 
about that. Over the course of 
the movie, I’ve heard this story 
over and over about people 
finding the book at book swaps 
and transfer stations,” Janko 
says. One woman got a flat tire 
and pulled over in front of a 
bookstore. When she went in, 
the book literally fell at her feet.

Guess the book just has a way 
of finding people. 

WHERE DID THAT 
BOOK COME 

FROM, ANYWAY ?
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With Year by the Sea, it was important to Janko that it be 

as truthful as possible to the female experience. Part of 

that involved doing something radical in an industry that’s 

coming under increasing fire for its ageism: casting older 

actresses as they are, not as Hollywood says they should be.

During the casting process, he said, he heard many stories of 

actresses being told they wouldn’t get any work unless they 

had plastic surgery. So he made a point to hire only actresses 

who had resisted that directive. 

“I didn’t mean that to say we were punishing the ones who 

had,” he explained. “I felt it was important to make a movie 

where I was representing truth, organic truth, on the screen. 

…For a 60-, 70-, 80-year-old woman to go to a movie and 

see herself represented equally and fairly is very different. 

That’s what I’m excited about: to try to shift the perspective 

a little bit.”

Janko has not left music behind. In addition to writing 

and directing Year by the Sea, he composed the score. It’s 

minimalist and simple, like the soothing ebb and flow of the 

water lapping at Cape Cod’s shores—and like the post-

Hollywood life he has carved out for himself.

“There’s something that’s very calming and very comforting 

about spending the majority of my time creating,” he said. 

“I’ve shifted my focus away from Hollywood and toward 

a more non-monetarily driven pursuit of the arts. That’s 

directly related to my experience at Catalina. The value 

system of growing up at a parochial school is there is a higher 

goodness, a higher reason, a higher purpose.”

In the pursuit of that higher purpose, Janko’s and Anderson’s 

fates aligned. “I think the tagline says it best: It’s never too 

late to reclaim your life.”

Year by the Sea features a familiar 

cast of Golden Globe, Emmy, Tony,  

and Pulitzer Prize winners.

 

To learn more about the film, the 

festival awards won, or to view the 

trailer, please visit yearbythesea.com.  

MEET THE CAST

J O A N

Karen Allen 

Raiders of the Lost Arc

C A H O O N

Yannick Bisson 

Murdoch Mysteries

L I Z

S. Epatha Merkerson

Law & Order 

R O B I N

Michael Christopher 

Mr. Robot

E R I K S O N

Celia Imrie 

The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel

Photos courtesy of Alexander Janko ’83 LS, Ibi Janko Murphy ’83, and Year by the Sea.
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I think the tagline 

says it best:  

It’s never too late  

to reclaim  

your life.
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(  1  )  Alexander Janko shows Karen Allen how to whisk eggs on the set of Year by the Sea. (  2 )  Janko discusses a scene 
with Allen on Cape Cod.  




