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INTRODUCTION


I’m Terry Gross, and this is Fresh Air …


But this is a book, not a radio show. You may be wondering what the point is of reading interviews that were meant to be listened to. I’ve asked myself that. But in going through transcripts in preparation for this book, I was pleasantly surprised that so many of the interviews I remembered as having been good radio also made for enjoyable reading. In reading the ones gathered here—I probably shouldn’t admit this—I’ve learned things from them that went right by me in the studio.


This book is different from the show in another way. It features only interviews with people in the arts. On our daily broadcasts, we try to offer meaningful discussion of the most pressing issues of the moment (too often of late, these have been issues relating to war and terrorism). Someone’s new novel or movie or CD can seem trivial compared to the day’s headlines. But whereas “timely” interviews can become dated very quickly, the pleasure we gain from the finest books and movies and music stays with us. So does our interest in the people who create them—which is why I’m hoping you’ll enjoy reading this selection of interviews with writers, actors, directors, musicians, comics, and visual artists.


On the air, I make it a point to keep the focus on my guests. Here it seems fitting to share some of my thoughts about interviewing, and to give you an idea of what’s involved in putting the show together. The interviews on Fresh Air sound conversational, or at least I hope they do. But they bear little resemblance to the conversations we have in daily life. Unlike an actual conversation, which requires only two people, a Fresh Air interview is a team effort. One of my producers finds and books the guest, a researcher locates the material I need to look at for background, an associate editor cuts the tape, and the executive producer decides on its final structure and length and whether it’s worth putting on the air. The only people you’re aware of when you listen to the interview, though, are me and my guest.


I violate many rules of polite conversation in my interviews, even when I’m making every effort to be respectful. You know what it’s like when you’re cornered by someone who can’t stop talking? There’s just no polite way of telling them to stop. If this were happening at a party, you could excuse yourself by pretending to spot someone else in the crowd you really needed to say hello to. Well, that kind of graceful getaway isn’t an option for me in the studio—in addition to which, the problem isn’t really that I’m bored, but that my listeners are going to be. Sometimes the guest is an expert on a given subject who’s trying to provide more information than can be comfortably accommodated in a radio interview; he’s so happy to be on public radio, where he doesn’t have to answer in sound bites, that he can’t stop himself from delivering a speech. But sometimes it’s just a guest with what’s facetiously called “the gift of gab,” and there’s no courteous way of telling him to cut to the chase. All I have with a guest is an hour tops, which means I have to make every minute count. So I do something I would never do off the air—I interrupt. I stop the interview to explain the peculiar demands of radio and suggest that shorter answers would be better. I risk momentarily embarrassing someone I regard highly enough to have on the show, because I trust that this little bit of advice will help him or her keep the attention of our listeners. Isn’t that what we both want?


It doesn’t always work. Sometimes a guest is just incapable of being concise, even though he knows better. A few years ago, for example, I taped an interview with Georgi Arbatov, once the Soviet Union’s leading expert on the United States. His answers were so long that I found myself losing attention and felt confident our listeners would have the same problem. But he was impervious to my promptings for shorter answers. My final question to him was what advice he used to give Soviet leaders about making a good impression on American TV. “I’ve told Gorbachev more than once,” he said emphatically and without missing a beat, “not to be so long-winded.”


I also violate decorum by asking questions of my guests that you usually don’t ask someone you’ve just met, for fear of seeming rude or intrusive. Within minutes of saying hello to a guest, I might inquire about his religious beliefs or sexual fantasies—but only if it’s relevant to the subject he’s come on the show to discuss. Or at some point during the interview, I might ask a question about a physical flaw of the sort that we gallantly pretend not to notice in everyday life. When I do this, my purpose isn’t to embarrass my guest or to make him self-conscious. I’m trying to encourage introspection, hoping for a reply that might lead to a revelation about my guest’s life that might lead, in turn, to a revelation about his art.


Sitting across the table from Chiwetel Ejiofor, the Nigerian-born star of Stephen Frears’s Dirty Pretty Things, I couldn’t help but notice that the scar on his forehead appeared larger than it had on-screen. I guess I was surprised to see it at all—I’d assumed it was the work of the film’s makeup artists, a clue to the audience that Ejiofor’s character was hiding a mysterious and dangerous past. I felt on safe ground asking Ejiofor about the scar only because an actor’s face is part of his equipment and leading men are expected to be unblemished. He explained that the scar was from a car accident—the same one he’d talked about earlier, in which his father was killed. The incident, in which Ejiofor himself was badly injured, was so traumatic that he wasn’t comfortable revealing more than that—which I found perfectly understandable. But he did say that he thought the accident had led him to become an actor. In his roles, he could express “frustrations, and sometimes angers, that are simply inappropriate in everyday life.”


I also often ask my guests about what they consider to be their invisible weaknesses and shortcomings. I do this because these are the characteristics that define us no less than our strengths. What we feel sets us apart from other people is often the thing that shapes us as individuals. This may be especially true of writers and actors, many of whom first started to develop their observational skills as a result of being sidelined from typical childhood or adolescent activities because of an infirmity or a feeling of not fitting in. Or so I’ve come to believe from talking to so many writers and actors over the years.


EVERYTHING I’VE SAID SO FAR MIGHT lead you to think I believe that sitting in front of a microphone entitles me to ask practically anything. But I do respect my guests’ privacy. I would never pressure anyone to reveal those thoughts and experiences he desires to keep private. The problem is you never know where someone is going to draw the line. A literary figure I interviewed a few years ago who was taken aback when I asked how his chronic illness affected his daily life was delighted by a question that gave him an opportunity to discuss how he developed his love of books by masturbating to pornographic ones as a child. I’ve learned the hard way not to make assumptions. That’s why before beginning an interview, I tell the guest to let me know if I’m getting too personal, in which case we’ll move on to something else (easy enough to do, because all Fresh Air interviews are prerecorded and edited).


Even this doesn’t always prevent misunderstanding. “What is the use of this?” the actor Peter Boyle asked, moments before walking out in protest over my questions about his experiences as a member of the Christian Brothers monastic order before becoming an actor. “I made a movie, and you’re asking me about all this stuff.” Well, I had been hoping to find out if he ever drew on this experience for his roles. And I was fascinated by the paradox that this man who had once chosen the contemplative life wound up making his mark in the movies by playing a hard-hat killer in Joe. But you see the problem I sometimes face: A well-known actor or musician has been sent out on the road to promote his new movie or CD, and his idea of a good interview can be my idea of an infomercial.


Even so, I can understand Boyle’s disinclination to talk to a perfect stranger (and to a national audience of strangers) about so meaningful a chapter in his life. “Being a celebrity can cause an accidental cheapening of the things one holds dear,” Steve Martin once wrote in The New York Times. “A slip of the tongue in an interview and it’s easy for me to feel I’ve sold out some private part of my life in exchange for publicity.”


The other thing is that celebrities who believe interviewers are out to “get” them aren’t just being paranoid. There is an entire industry devoted to digging up dirt on the private lives of celebrities, whether it’s their drug habits or their sexual liaisons. Even at its most benign, celebrity journalism assumes that what appeals to us about our favorite performers is the power, wealth, and privilege they enjoy—not their work and the way it makes us feel that we have something in common with them.


All of which, I confess, sometimes leads me to question whether the autobiographical interview offers the potential for more than gossip or voyeurism. But only on my bad days. I try in my interviews to find the connections between my guests’ lives and their work (the reason we care about them in the first place). I’d love to know how Chris Rock got to be so funny, how Dennis Hopper developed his screen presence, how John Updike became a great writer. Unfortunately, these kinds of questions are often unanswerable. Craft goes only so far in explaining how an artist uses his gift, and the gift itself is often inexplicable. Autobiography provides an alternate route—a seeming detour that may ultimately tell us something about an artist’s sensibility and the experiences that shaped it. At the very least, the kind of interview I do offers me, and the show’s listeners, an opportunity to learn more about someone whose work has moved and delighted us and perhaps, in some small way, altered our perceptions of ourselves and the world.


In his memoir Self-Consciousness, John Updike wrote that he was offering his as “a specimen life, representative in its odd uniqueness of all the oddly unique lives in this world.” Ideally, this is something I would like all my guests to do. But I understand if they feel that starring in a new movie hardly requires them to reflect out loud on their inner lives.


I understand because this is something I myself have occasionally been reluctant to do when I’m the one being interviewed. Although I want to be as forthcoming as I ask my guests to be, I was brought up by parents who guarded their privacy and passed this instinct on to me. We lived in an apartment building where privacy was hard to come by, and this may have had something to do with it; you had to strain not to overhear the arguments of the families next door and those above and below us. Privacy, I think, was also a self-protective instinct for Jews of my parents’ generation, who lived through the era of the Holocaust and the postwar witch hunts. Even though our neighborhood was about 99 percent Jewish—I grew up thinking the Catholic family across the street belonged to an embattled minority—the adults acted as if we dared not let the goyim know our business, because whatever disagreements we had among ourselves could be used against us. A few years ago, on one of my visits to Florida to see my parents, I showed them a copy of a magazine article that described me as totally unforthcoming and a mystery even to the people I work with. My mother’s reaction on reading it: “You told them too much!”


The first few times I was interviewed, I was almost pathologically unforthcoming. Hoping to get me to talk about my childhood, one reporter asked me what I had wanted to be when I grew up. The answer was something not even many of my colleagues and closest friends know about me, so I was a little hesitant to come right out with it. But I figured that as an interviewer myself, I had a responsibility to answer truthfully. I told the reporter I had wanted to be a lyricist. “No, no,” he said. “Tell me something interesting.”


We might as well have ended the interview right there, because I was scared to trust him with anything personal after that. This experience and others like it have taught me that when an interviewee clams up, it’s sometimes out of fear that the journalist he’s speaking with won’t fully comprehend what he’s saying or simply won’t care. This was an important lesson: It’s one of the reasons I try to be well prepared for each interview, on the assumption that a guest is more likely to share his innermost thoughts with someone he senses has a good grasp of what he’s all about.


In addition to allowing my guests to set the rules on what’s private and therefore off-limits, I also encourage them to take advantage of the fact that the interview is being recorded and will be edited for broadcast. If someone is in the middle of an answer before he realizes what it was he wanted to say, he’s welcome to go back and start again—we’ll edit out the false start. I suspect that some of the journalists I look up to would take issue with me over this practice, but I’m doing radio—if an answer isn’t clear, it’s unusable. It’s in everybody’s best interest, including that of the show’s listeners, if my guests are as clear, as concise, and as focused as possible.


When it comes to politicians and others in positions of authority, my rules are far less lenient. I don’t elicit their help in drawing the line between public and private, nor do I allow them to start an answer over. Politicians are so skilled at manipulating the press—in staying on-message and evading any question that isn’t to their liking—that it would be irresponsible on my part if I were to let them take back anything revealing that had just slipped out. The majority of my interviews are with people in entertainment and the arts, and with journalists and experts from every imaginable field we call on to analyze and explain important issues. It’s my job to help these people, the experts as well as the artists, focus and present their thoughts. But this doesn’t mean we shy away from controversy on Fresh Air. If we did, we would never have booked Bill O’Reilly.


We invited O’Reilly to be on the show because we wanted to be … well, fair and balanced. In September 2003, I had taped an interview with the liberal satirist Al Franken, who had devoted an entire chapter to O’Reilly in his best-selling book Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them. I had asked Franken a few questions pertaining to that chapter, and to a Fox News Channel lawsuit that accused Franken of violating its copyright with the book’s subtitle “A Fair and Balanced Look at the Right.” (A judge had ruled this claim “wholly without merit.”) Before broadcasting the Franken interview, we wanted to be able to tell our listeners that O’Reilly would be on a future broadcast to present his point of view. So we scheduled an interview with him for early October, to coincide with the publication of his new book, Who’s Looking Out for You?


One of the issues I wanted to pursue with O’Reilly was whether he uses his Fox News program to settle scores with anybody who takes issue with him. I read aloud from comments he had made on The O’Reilly Factor about Janet Maslin, a book critic for The New York Times, after she published a largely positive review of Franken’s book in which she cited a couple of examples of how Franken “makes a bull’s-eye of O’Reilly,” including “[his] erroneous claim that he won a Peabody Award [which] evolved into even bigger fibs once it was challenged.” Accusing Maslin of doing her paper’s bidding, O’Reilly had responded by telling his viewers that her “gleeful libel demonstrates the viciousness that has enveloped the Times. I knew that once I took on The New York Times, the paper’s character assassins would take dead aim on me.” When I asked O’Reilly if he thought his accusations against Maslin and her editors might be a little disproportionate to what she’d actually written, he insisted that “The New York Times has accused me of everything you could think of because I criticize their secular editorial position, which bleeds over into the news pages.”


Later on in the interview, still pursuing the theme of score settling, I brought up a review of Who’s Looking Out for You? that had appeared in People. Kyle Smith, the reviewer, wrote that after he reviewed O’Reilly’s previous book unfavorably, O’Reilly had denounced him as a “pinhead” and named the review “The Most Ridiculous Item of the Day” (The O’Reilly Factor’s regular closing feature). It was necessary for me to read from Smith’s more recent review so that our listeners would know what we were talking about. But O’Reilly wouldn’t let me finish reading the excerpt. Launching into a tirade, he accused me of throwing “every kind of defamation you can in my face,” telling me I should be ashamed of myself for treating him differently than I had Franken and recommending that if this was my idea of journalism I should find another line of work. He then terminated the interview without having answered my question of whether he used his television show to get back at his critics. But that night, my interview with him was “The Most Ridiculous Item of the Day.” He told his viewers that he’d “enjoyed telling that woman off” and continued to trash Fresh Air on several subsequent shows, repeatedly calling for an end to federal funding for public broadcasting. So maybe he answered the question after all.


Sometimes even what I figured would be a lighthearted conversation with someone from the world of show business can become confrontational. When I interviewed Gene Simmons, a cofounder of the comic-book-like heavy metal band Kiss, I expected we might share a laugh talking about what it was like for him to go on painting his face and strapping on a codpiece now that he was in his fifties. But neither of us wound up laughing, as you’ll see when you read the interview. It’s tough, not to say pointless, to pretend that you’re conducting a typical interview when the guest says things like “if you want to welcome me with open arms I’m afraid you’re also going to have to welcome me with open legs.” I gave up trying. By the time the encounter was over, we sounded like two first-graders calling each other names, an indignity compounded by the fact that we’re both middle-aged adults. Although the show’s producers and I weren’t even sure at first if the interview merited broadcasting, we eventually decided it made for gripping radio drama, even if it was unlikely to win any journalism awards. It ended up eliciting thousands of e-mails and drawing the attention of many newspapers and magazines. I guess this proves that controversy sells, and so does a good fight (or even a silly fight). But surely, some of this response was based on how totally out of character the whole thing was for National Public Radio. I suspect that if this had happened on commercial radio, the program director would have been in my office the next day encouraging me to fight with my guests all the time to boost our ratings. That’s the sort of pressure that hosts on commercial radio and television come under. Thank goodness I’m not in that position.


I HAVEN’T YET MENTIONED THAT MOST of my guests are not in the studio with me. Bringing them to Philadelphia would be too expensive for us and too time-consuming for them. So instead we have them go to the studio of a public radio affiliate close to them and connect with me via satellite or digital lines. When I tell people this, they often assume that my lack of eye contact with guests makes interviewing them much more difficult than it would otherwise be. Truthfully, it often makes it easier. If you’re a bit of a coward, as I am, it’s easier to ask a challenging question when you’re not looking someone in the eye—you can’t be intimidated by a withering look. Paradoxically, geographical distance sometimes encourages a greater degree of intimacy, especially for someone who’s inherently shy, like me. Neither I nor my guest has any reason to be self-conscious, as we might be if we were meeting face-to-face. We can go right to the heart of the matter. On the other hand, the long-distance interview might make it easier for a guest to behave obnoxiously or to storm out.


But I’ve already told you about Gene Simmons and Bill O’Reilly, haven’t I? You’re probably wondering when I’m going to stop stalling and tell you more about myself. “What does she look like?” I’m told that’s the question most frequently asked about me. The book jacket ought to give you some idea, though it doesn’t let you see how very, very short I am. I own a leather bomber jacket that I like to think makes me look reasonably hip. It’s from Gap—Gap Kids, that is (the adult-size one was way too big for me). Inside, there’s a label that reads: “This coat belongs to ________,” in case some other kid has one just like it.


The second most frequently asked question about me is whether I’m straight or gay (this may be number one in San Francisco). Those people who swear I’m a lesbian offer two “clues.” The first is my short haircut, which might be described as kind of cute or kind of butch. The second is that we’ve always featured a lot of openly gay guests on Fresh Air.


In fact, this used to get us into a lot of trouble with some of the stations that carried us—mostly in smaller cities where angry listeners complained that it was wrong to let gay people flaunt their sexual practices on the air, even though my interviews with them were about their lives and art, not the ins and outs of gay sex. This used to infuriate me. Program directors would never cater to listeners who objected that we had too many Jews or African Americans on the show, so why should they legitimize homophobia? One night on The Simpsons, a gay friend of Homer’s broke the news to him that Tennessee Williams was gay. “How did he survive in the cutthroat world of theater?” Homer wondered. His friend explained that everyone who’s ever written, acted in, or even seen a play is gay. A comic exaggeration, sure—but it would be ridiculous for a show that specializes in arts and culture to set a quota on gay guests.


Back to me. Because I don’t preface my questions to gay guests by pointing out that I’m asking as a straight woman (it sounds like too much of a disclaimer), many listeners assume I must be gay. I’m flattered by the assumption, because it means my questions demonstrate some understanding of the subject at hand. I’m just as flattered when someone hears me talking to a novelist or musician and mistakenly assumes that I write or play an instrument. The confusion about my sexual orientation has led to some pretty amusing scenarios. About ten years ago, when my husband, the writer Francis Davis, won an arts fellowship, I went with him to a reception honoring him and the other recipients. My mother-in-law came with us, and at one point I saw her laughing at something the wife of one of the other fellows had just said to her. She later explained that the woman had pointed at me and whispered, “Terry Gross is here. Did you know she’s a lesbian?”


That’s one of the reasons I love working on radio: You might be a public figure but you’re essentially just a voice, and this lets each person who listens form whatever image of you he or she wants—tall or short, fat or thin, sex bomb or schoolmarm, straight or gay. The invisibility of radio was something I took comfort in early in my career, when I felt so physically unassuming that I might as well have been invisible, and when I actually was—it felt right. All you are on radio is a mind and a disembodied voice, and for someone as physically self-conscious as I am, this can be liberating.


OF COURSE MY LISTENERS ARE INVISIBLE, too—at least to me. I’m always amazed by the diversity of the show’s listeners and the settings they listen in. One of my favorite fan letters was from a prison inmate who wrote to tell us he was grateful that his local station carried Fresh Air at 4:00 P.M.—“a convenient and quiet hour, because prisoners have to be counted at 4:30.” You never know how the program fits into someone’s day.


I’ve been hosting Fresh Air almost my entire adult life. In 1975, when I was twenty-four, I was hired by David Karpoff, the program director of WHYY-FM in Philadelphia (then called WUHY-FM) and the creator of Fresh Air, to replace Judy Blank, who was leaving her position as the program’s host and producer. The program I inherited was a local show, broadcast from 2:00 P.M. to 5:00 P.M. each weekday—the same time slot as This Is Radio, the program I had been cohosting at WBFO-FM in Buffalo, on the university campus. But not only did I have no cohost on Fresh Air, I had no staff. I was on my own until January 1978, when a student from Temple University showed up at the station and asked if he could work as an unpaid intern on Fresh Air. After bumming a cigarette, he told me that he was studying film at Temple; that he played piano in a salsa band and taught music therapy at a senior citizens center; that his record collection included albums by Charlie Parker, Charles Mingus, and Lenny Bruce; and that he was a big fan of the movie Taxi Driver—an ideal résumé, as far as I was concerned.


Danny Miller is still with Fresh Air twenty-five years later and counting, only now he’s our executive producer and it’s impossible for any of us to imagine what the show would be like without him—or if there would even still be a show. Danny approves every piece of tape that goes on the air, determines its final length, and evaluates whether we’re presenting an issue fairly. He also rules on which words are unacceptable for broadcast and need to be bleeped or edited out of interviews, readings, lyrics, and film clips. When he decides no bleep is necessary, he has the peculiar task of writing Sensitive Language Advisories to program directors, explaining why our broadcast is going to include such words or phrases as “wanker,” “jerking off,” “big dick,” “floppy penis,” “sanctimonious prick,” “happy twitching in his shorts,” “cunnilingus,” “big jugs,” “wipes his ass,” “red-hot poker up his ass,” or “for me to poop on.” I often find these advisories quite entertaining, though I doubt program directors find them amusing.


But Danny’s contributions to the show and to keeping our workday harmonious hardly end there. He oversees everything, and his office is the place to go when you have a problem—a dilemma with an interview, a budget question, or something personal. He always has a solution.


Let me give you some idea of how the show is put together. We have three interview producers. Amy Salit handles the book interviews, Naomi Person deals with film and TV, Monique Nazareth focuses on issues in the news—but they all produce interviews related to issues that interest them, and all of them are free to set up music interviews. Phyllis Myers produces the reviewers and commentators who help to keep us and our listeners up-to-date on the latest books, movies, CDs, and TV shows.


The one indispensable element to a good interview is a good guest, and this is something our producers take care of beautifully. Once a guest is booked, Jessica Chiu, our researcher, finds me the material I need to prepare. After an interview is recorded, one of our associate producers—either Jessica, Patty Leswing, or Ian Chillag—edits the tape in collaboration with the interview producer, rearranging the order of the questions, if necessary, but also taking out the bluster, the dead ends, the redundancies, and the “like”s, the “you know”s, and the “um”s that would drive even our most devoted listeners crazy if they ever heard them. It doesn’t end there: The tape is passed back and forth among the interview producer, the associate producer, and our executive producer, and re-edited until everyone is satisfied—or until the show is ready to begin and we run out of time.


The edited interviews and the music CDs are rolled in during the broadcast, around my live introductions and announcements. There’s a hell of a lot going on, in other words, and all of it is smoothly coordinated by our director, Roberta Shorrock. Our engineer, usually Julian Herzfeld or Audrey Bentham, handles the technological end. Ann Marie Baldonado takes the most entertaining interviews and reviews of the week and re-edits them into our weekend edition, Fresh Air Weekend. When it’s all over and listeners call to say they loved or hated what they just heard, the person they’re likely to speak with is Dorothy Ferebee, our station services coordinator.


I’m lucky to work with people who are not just talented but fun to spend the day with—which is probably more than they can say about me, since I tend to be edgy and preoccupied when facing a deadline, which I am most all the time, even when I go home. The problem is that those of us who are lucky enough to do work that we love are sometimes cursed with too damn much of it. Each weeknight, I work straight through the evening preparing for the next day’s interviews. If a friend happens to call, I reluctantly have to cut the conversation short and get back to work. My efforts to be a well-prepared and sensitive interviewer sometimes make me an insensitive friend. I often ask my guests about the paradoxes in their lives. I guess that’s one of mine.


THOUGH THE INTERVIEWS COLLECTED HERE WERE edited before their original broadcasts, editing them specifically for the page required a few additional steps. Of necessity, we’ve had to leave out authors’ readings and music and film excerpts that you might remember hearing when these interviews were broadcast on Fresh Air. It became necessary to rewrite some of my questions to close some of the gaps we were left with as a result. With the exception of the occasional John Updike, no one speaks readable, perfectly grammatical sentences. So we’ve edited the answers my questions elicited for clarity and concision, while sticking as closely as possible to each interviewee’s actual speaking style. As for my questions, I’ve frequently taken advantage of the opportunity to clarify my wording, though I’ve resisted the temptation to make myself sound smarter or more clever.


A note about the arrangement of the interviews: Rather than group together writers in one section, musicians in another, and so on, Margaret Pick (my collaborator on this book) and I have mixed them up to provide for variety and contrast, in keeping with the spirit of Fresh Air. But we have attempted to take advantage of certain “affinities” between interviewees. For example, it seemed logical to have Paul Schrader, Jodie Foster, and Albert Brooks follow one another here because they all worked together on Taxi Driver, and because each had something to say about that movie. In many cases, the “affinity” isn’t so obvious; some of the sequencing is purely intuitive. The original broadcast date is given at the end of each interview.


With one exception, all of these interviews were recorded after Fresh Air became a daily national program in 1987: The interview with James Baldwin was recorded in 1986. Regular listeners of Fresh Air are likely to be surprised by the absence of certain of the show’s most frequent guests. Frankly, so am I. It’s just that in putting this book together, I found that several of what I’d always thought of as my favorite interviews sounded much better than they read. Richard Price and Scott Spencer aren’t included here, even though these are two of my favorite novelists. This is my fault, not theirs: I’ve interviewed Price many times, always keeping the focus on his latest book or screenplay, which means that each of the interviews I did with him now sounds a little bit dated. Sadly, the same is true of my many interviews with Spencer.


The best part of producing a daily show is knowing that many listeners come to consider you a regular companion. The worst part is hardly having a minute between one deadline and the next and doing everything in a hurry. I almost always wish I had more time to prepare for interviews, and more time to spend with each guest. The interviews presented here were conducted on the run and are by no means “definitive.” But I hope you’ll accept them in the spirit in which they’re offered, as entertaining and thought-provoking conversations with people I believe are worthy of your time.


One last thing: Although this book represents the work of many people, I take full blame for all the questions you think I should have asked but didn’t.


PHILADELPHIA
January 2004




DON’T DO IT
Nicolas Cage




He’s still very sensitive about the perception that he’s wacky, because his performance isn’t that. It’s all hard work. Nothing in it is arbitrary.


Mike Figgis, director of Leaving Las Vegas, to Steve Daly, Entertainment Weekly, March 15, 1996





Nicolas Cage might be as famous for his obsessive preparation as he is for the riveting performances he gives as a result of it. Cage has starred in both lighthearted comedies and weighty dramas, brooding independent films and big-budget action blockbusters. His best-known movies include Leaving Las Vegas (for which he won an Oscar), The Cotton Club, Rumble Fish, and Peggy Sue Got Married (all directed by his uncle Francis Ford Coppola), Birdy, Moonstruck, Raising Arizona, It Could Happen to You, Red Rock West, The Rock, and Con Air. But everyone has his or her own favorites among Cage’s movies—even if no one else’s would, my list would have to include Vampire’s Kiss and Amos & Andrew.


What appears below combines questions and answers from each of Cage’s two visits to Fresh Air. Our first conversation was in 1990, when Cage was promoting David Lynch’s Wild at Heart. We spoke again in 2002, when Cage starred in Windtalkers, a film about World War II directed by John Woo, who had also directed him in Face/Off five years earlier.


TERRY GROSS: You’ve watched yourself die time and time again in movies. Does it put you in touch with the inevitability of your own death? Do you take it personally when you see yourself die in a movie?


NICOLAS CAGE: Well, I see it very much as a performance. My own feelings about death are almost Japanese in thinking. There is a samurai philosophy that you have to earn your right to die. Death has always been sort of a friend to me, because I’ve never ignored the fact that it’s going to happen, I’m very accepting of it. It’s always been something that I wear on my shoulder that says, “Get to work, because you only have so much time.”


TG: Is that an attitude you’ve worked on or one that just came naturally to you?


CAGE: It started when I was about fifteen. I remember that I didn’t really believe in heaven or hell at that time. But I did believe in death. So I made a vow to myself that if I could achieve certain goals in my life that I would be okay with my death. I’ve since changed my views somewhat, but I don’t see death as a horrible thing.


You know, there’s a 50 percent chance it could be really amazing, because no one really knows what it is. I had to go through my will the other day with my attorney, and questions came up like, “What is it that you want if, God forbid, you’re in a car accident? Do you want to be in a coma or do you want them to pull the plug?” And I’m, like, “God, I’ve got to think about this.” But I said, “Well, you know, I hear coma’s not a bad place, so maybe not, but what I do know is that I don’t want to be bombed out of my skull on some massive dose of morphine. If I go into the next life, I want to go in aware. If there is a next life, I’d like to be aware.” So I had them write that down.


TG: Don’t you think, though, you might want the pain dulled if—


CAGE: Yeah. I mean, that’s the tricky part. Remember those Buddhists that set themselves on fire during the Vietnam War? How do they get to that point to be so in control of their state to not even flinch when they’re burning to death? I think it’s a life’s work to actually prepare yourself for the moment of death.


TG: Are your ideas about death in any way connected to your approach to acting? Do you see acting as an altered state, or an act of willed consciousness?


CAGE: It’s strange. I do see it as an altered state. I think that’s a good way of putting it. As crazy as it sounds, I almost see it like channeling spirits.


TG: You’ve been in a couple of films directed by John Woo. You’ve said about Woo’s films that even though there is “a lot of death in them, there’s also the notion of being closer to God.” Do you ever wish that you could have that kind of faith, too? Maybe you have it. Maybe I am making an assumption.


CAGE: No, I do have faith. I believe in God, and I am a Christian.


TG: I know that you’ve gone to extremes to develop that altered state of consciousness to get into a role.


CAGE: Well, yeah, I had to learn publicly through trial and error. Sometimes I fell on my face. Sometimes it worked. I started when I was seventeen, and I really didn’t have that much training. So I did all the things that I’d heard the other great actors had done, like staying up all night to do a scene the next day to look tired. In Cotton Club I was playing a crazy gangster who was very feared in Harlem. I would walk down the street in New York and really believe I was this psychotic killer. I brought all that stuff to the scene. And it worked. But needless to say, I wasn’t liked very much. I mean, I do have a life. I don’t really want to live the part anymore. So I stopped doing that. I realized I could get there without all that intense “living the role” kind of a thing.


TG: What did you do when you were taking the “living the role” thing to extremes?


CAGE: Well, once I went down to Christopher Street, and there was a guy selling remote-control cars for fifty bucks, and I said, “Let me see that.” I put it in the middle of the street, and I jumped on it and smashed it. All the pieces were flying around. All the people just scattered, saying, “Oh, you’re crazy.” I did give the guy fifty bucks for his car, but it helped me believe that I could create fear in people—which is what that character did in the movie.


TG: Before that, you had no confidence that you were capable of generating fear in people?


CAGE: Well, I’m not a violent guy. I’m not a fighter. When I was playing that role, I was young. I was experimenting with trying to evoke fear, so that I could believe it in myself for the character. But I’ve learned that it’s not necessary. It’s a lot more creative and thoughtful to just act the role.


TG: Let’s talk a little bit about Vampire’s Kiss. This is the movie where you ate the cockroach. It’s a wonderful film. You play a character who’s a very obnoxious literary agent. After he’s bitten by a woman he sleeps with, he starts to believe that she is a vampire and that he is turning into one. He shrinks at the sign of the cross and asks people to put a stake through his heart to take him out of his misery. It’s an incredibly original performance. You must have watched all the new and old horror films to get the classic vampire gestures for the movie.


CAGE: Well, I was exposed to the movie Nosferatu at a very early age because my father was teaching film. The original Nosferatu, starring Max Schreck, the black-and-white, silent vampire movie, gave me nightmares for years. Those images, especially his body language, his gestures and movements, stayed with me. I always thought it would be great to be able to incorporate that kind of silent film acting into modern film. They used their bodies more because they had to compensate for the lack of sound.


With Vampire’s Kiss, I saw an opportunity to explore that German Expressionist style of acting, like in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari. I figured the only way I could pull it off was if the character was insane, because you can’t really act like that in modern film in a normal format. People just wouldn’t get it. But if the character is insane, and especially if he thinks he’s turning into a vampire, there’s a wonderful landscape of things you can do. So I brought those old-style gestures to the character.


TG: Let’s get to the cockroach-eating sequence. There’s a scene where you are in your kitchen, after you’ve concluded you’re turning into a vampire. There’s a cockroach crawling across the burner of the stove. You scoop it up in your hand and eat it. We don’t see you swallow it in the movie. But we do see you chewing on it. There’s no edit, so it’s definitely the real thing that’s gone into your mouth.


CAGE: Yeah, definitely the real thing. Originally, they wanted me to eat raw eggs, and that didn’t do anything for me.


TG: Sylvester Stallone had already done that.


CAGE: Yeah, exactly. And I wanted to tie in the Renfield thing—Renfield from the Dracula novel where he was eating the bugs and stuff.


TG: Renfield is Dracula’s assistant. He’s in an insane asylum and he eats insects.


CAGE: Right. And it was a slow progression for my character, Peter Loew. First he’s eating pistachios, then he’s eating a cockroach, then he finally eats the dove. Ultimately he bites a girl’s neck, kills her, and drinks her blood. So it was this progressive building from pistachio to girl. The cockroach was one of the steps in the disintegration of Peter Loew.


So I said, “I want to try eating a cockroach.” Everybody was like, “You’ve got to be crazy!” And I said, “Yeah, I—I know what you mean. I really don’t like cockroaches myself.” They wrangled up three New York cockroaches out of somebody’s basement, and the day arrived where I had to do it. I saw the bug when I walked on the set. The legs were kicking. The antennas were going. It looked huge. I almost said, “Guys, I can’t do it.” I figured that it would be a cop-out, because I’d set it up and made them wrangle for cockroaches for weeks.


I put the cockroach close to me. Every muscle in my body was saying, “Don’t do it.” The wings were going. And then I—I did it. And—I couldn’t sleep for about three days. I couldn’t eat. But well, I did it. And there it is.


TG: Did you call a doctor first and ask if chewing a cockroach could kill you?


CAGE: Yeah. They said it would be okay. What I did was I rinsed my mouth out with hundred-proof vodka and sterilized my mouth before I did it. And then when I spit the cockroach out, I sterilized my mouth again.


TG: What did it taste like?


CAGE: Oh, you know, I couldn’t remember. All I know is it was soft. It was not crunchy. It was soft. And it was—it was just a nightmare.


TG: Did it ever come back and haunt you?


CAGE: When I talk about it like this and I start thinking about it, I get goose bumps. I’m starting to get the willies again.


TG: There are at least two different threads to your career: one, the more action-oriented roles, and the other, the more introspective roles like Leaving Las Vegas or Red Rock West. Did you ever expect to become an action hero when you started acting? Were you ever physical in that kind of way, or athletic, when you were young?


CAGE: I always liked action films as a boy, but I was probably the last person on the list for starring in an action movie, even though I wanted to. I had heroes like Clint Eastwood and Sean Connery, who I was lucky to work with in The Rock.


I always saw it as escapist entertainment, which to me is just as valuable as the thought-provoking and introspective work that actors do in art films or indie films, because, to be honest with you, there are times when I don’t want to think. I just want to get my mind off my problems, and have my popcorn and escape.


To answer your question, I was not someone who was perceived as action material, and then Jerry Bruckheimer cast me in The Rock. But even so, I was playing a nerd who becomes an action hero. I was trying to build my foreign market up, and I thought more people would see the work, and I thought, “Well, why not try to do something with action movies? Just because it’s a genre picture doesn’t mean you can’t create a character.”


What I found was that I have to be very quick on my feet and very succinct about what it is I want to say, because it is a formula. They want to get to the car chase or to the explosion, so whatever acting you do, you’ve got to do it fast, which is frustrating, but it’s also good training. It does distill your acting down to the precise essence of the character.


TG: Since becoming an action hero, you’ve had to change your body, pump up a lot. Has it also changed your sense of self?


CAGE: Well, no. Actually, the truth of the matter is that I’ve always been physical. I started working out when I was twelve years old.


TG: What motivated you to do that when you were so young?


CAGE: I wanted to look better and feel stronger. Then I got addicted to it. It became a place where I could put my anger. As a young boy growing up, I had a lot of anger that needed to be directed or focused, and working out helped me with that. To this day, I’ve used exercise as a place to sort of clear my head and relax, although I do prefer to look trim.


TG: The movie you received an Academy Award for, Leaving Las Vegas, was based on a story by a writer who was so depressed that he killed himself before the movie was made. Could you comprehend that level of depression?


CAGE: Well, I made a choice early on in the rehearsal process that I wasn’t going to play him depressed, because I always felt that there’s nothing sadder than a person who’s in a sad situation and doesn’t know it. Consequently, I thought that Ben Sanderson—even though the truth is that he is so depressed that he’s going to drink himself to death—on the surface, had freed himself. And he’d be smiling and laughing a lot. I thought that would make it even more sad.


I saw Ben as somebody who had let go and was not afraid to die, and therefore, he could do anything. He was going to have four weeks to do it, and he was going to have one big party; and he was responsible about it. He cashed out. He cleared his debts, and he wasn’t going to be a burden to anybody anymore. He wasn’t going to be a burden to his boss. In fact, he feels bad that he upset his boss.


TG: I read that your mother suffered from depression. My guess is that she wasn’t the kind of wisecracking depressive that your character is in Leaving Las Vegas. Did your experience of her depression inform your performance?


CAGE: Oh, yeah. I mean, I’m sure it did. I think there are moments in the movie where I watch and I go, “Well, that’s Mom.” But these are things that happen almost by accident. I don’t think about it.


TG: Your character is drunk during a lot of Leaving Las Vegas. Did you drink while preparing for the role in order to get a sense of what goes on mechanically when you’ve had a lot to drink?


CAGE: I did, in fact, drink on a couple scenes in that movie because I wanted it to be extremely real. I would drink on my own and then videotape myself getting drunk so that I could see what I was like. Then I destroyed the videotape, but I would use that experience as a way to get into the character. There is one scene in the casino where I freak out, and I smash the table and break a glass and start shouting, where I am completely inebriated for real. So much so that I had to crawl to my room after I had done the scene. I don’t think I ever made it into my hotel room. I actually fell asleep outside the door and woke up in the morning in the hallway.


I don’t recommend it for actors, I mean, I don’t know how healthy it is. But I was experimenting with the idea of being out of control in art. Being in control while being out of control is the goal. So I said, “Well, this scene—I don’t have a lot of dialogue, and I’m going to go out of control here. I want to create that kind of connection with the audience where they feel as if there’s danger in the room, and I want them to freak out with me.” That’s why I did it.


TG: Was the director, Mike Figgis, disturbed when he saw how drunk you were? Did he know what you were up to?


CAGE: He was a part of the process the whole time. He knew that I was going to go there, and he concurred.


TG: The movie Face/Off, which you starred in with John Travolta, is a great action film that’s also very funny. It was directed by John Woo, who also directed you in Windtalkers. You play a sadistic criminal, and John Travolta is an FBI agent on your trail. For reasons too complicated to explain here, you surgically trade faces and then have to impersonate each other. It must have been fun to copy each other’s mannerisms within the performance. What did Travolta pick up on about you?


CAGE: Well, he picked up the way I tend to elongate my words when I talk, sort of like, “There’s a glass aahbject that I’m really interested in baahying, Jaahn.”


TG: Did it make you self-conscious to hear him doing a takeoff on you?


CAGE: Well, I didn’t know that I had that manner of speaking, but now I do, so now when I hear myself, I’m thinking, “My God, am I becoming a caricature of myself?”


TG: Is that self-consciousness potentially dangerous?


CAGE: I don’t know that it’s dangerous. When I first started acting, I felt that my voice was not interesting at all. It occurred to me that all the great actors I loved were stars like Bogart, or Cagney, or Brando, or Eastwood, who have voices you can imitate; and it’s fun to be able to imitate them. I worked very hard to understand what was distinctive about my voice and tried to accentuate it. But at first, I was doing everything I could not to use my voice. Even in Peggy Sue Got Married, I used the voice of—I think it was Pokey—from The Gumby Show, which was really a stretch.


TG: Your voice is very colloquial-sounding, yet you have this impeccable pronunciation.


CAGE: My father is a literature professor, and I remember, he always spoke with this distinction in his voice, and I guess that was a choice for him. He told me that because he’s a literature professor, he wanted to speak with distinction and to speak accurately with proper English. I’m an amalgamation of my father and also this kid who grew up in Long Beach, California, surrounded by people who did not speak with distinction.


TG: How did you know, as a child, that you wanted to act?


CAGE: I was six years old, sitting on the living room carpet, watching our old, oval-shaped Zenith TV, and I remember, I wanted to be inside that TV so bad. That’s my first cognizant recollection of wanting to act. I couldn’t understand how people got inside the television set, and I wanted to go there.


TG: Several of your early films were directed by your uncle Francis Ford Coppola: Rumble Fish, Peggy Sue Got Married, and Cotton Club. You’re a Coppola, why did you change your name to Cage?


CAGE: I went in to read for Rumble Fish. And to my surprise they said, “Well, we’d like you to be in the movie.” I was still Nicholas Coppola, and I felt a lot of pressure from the other actors, thinking I didn’t have the goods because it was a case of nepotism. It made me a little stiff. So I changed my name.


TG: Why did you choose Cage as your last name?


CAGE: I used to read a lot of comic books. There was a [Marvel] superhero, and his name was Luke Cage, Powerman. I thought it was a cool-sounding name. Then I was listening to John Cage’s music, which I found very stimulating. And I decided to use it. It sounded right to me. Simple and to the point.


TG: I’ve read that you have a tattoo of a lizard on your back. When you see your back in a mirror, doesn’t it give you the creeps?


CAGE: No. That’s part of the reason why I put it on my back. I really don’t see it that often.


TG: Why did you get the tattoo?


CAGE: Well, it was Halloween 1984, and I had broken up with my girlfriend, and I felt like I had to do something radical. I guess I was getting ready to become a man. It was my way of saying, “I’m my own person—I’m breaking free of the family.” I was the first one in the family to get a tattoo. In retrospect it was kind of a walkabout, if you will, or a bar mitzvah.


TG: How did you show it to your family?


CAGE: I said, “Dad, I got a tattoo.” I lifted up my shirt. He saw it, and his face went white. He had himself a martini. And that was that.
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LIKE A SKINNY BOXER
Chris Rock




At the time Chris was coming up, the Def Comedy Jam style became the dominant African-American style of comedy. The shock was in the language. But Chris was going with the shock of ideas.


Lorne Michaels, to Christopher John Farley, Time, July 20, 1998





We’re very big on popular culture at Fresh Air. Along with a bust of George Foster Peabody that fell off the Peabody Award we received in 1994, among the items you’ll find on the desk of Danny Miller, the show’s executive producer, are a plastic figure of Lisa Simpson, Scarface refrigerator magnets, and a John Holmes (“Johnny Wad”) Big Boy Ruler, which Danny might prefer I didn’t mention. Oh, and one more thing—a Nat X action figure replete with Afro, dashiki, and a button you can push to see him give the black-power salute.


Nat X was one of Chris Rock’s regular characters on Saturday Night Live—a black-militant TV host whose show was only fifteen minutes long because “the man” was afraid to give him a half hour. (Remember the “whitey-cam”? It let us see what Nat X would look like behind bars, which was where “whitey” thought he belonged.) Rock was an SNL cast member for three years, beginning in 1993. In his HBO comedy specials, he takes on racial and political issues that many comics would consider to be too controversial or in bad taste. But some of his funniest television appearances have been as the host of the MTV Video Music Awards, a capacity in which he has taken wicked delight in mocking fellow celebrities. I spoke with him in 1997, just before the premiere of his HBO series The Chris Rock Show.


TERRY GROSS: Probably the most controversial part of your stand-up act, in the early days of your career, was talking about what you describe as “the civil war between black people.” You ask, “Who’s more racist, black people or white people?” The punch line is “Black people.” When you wrote this, were you thinking about experiences you had, or people you know?


CHRIS ROCK: Well, I’m just interpreting. Everything I said in that routine, my mother said. My father said. I heard it in barbershops. It’s not like I invented anything. You know, these views have been out there forever. Just nobody said it.


TG: If a white comic said exactly the same thing, would it have a completely different meaning?


ROCK: Yes, it would. Why would a white comic want to say what I said, though? In what context would that ever be necessary?


TG: Well, what is the difference between you saying it and a white comic saying it?


ROCK: I can say it. What’s the difference between someone calling your kid an idiot and you calling your kid an idiot? It’s a big difference. It’s a huge difference. Your kid knows what you mean when you say it. Your kid knows you just mean he’s messing up. But when somebody else says it, boy, that’s mean.


TG: Did you go through a radical black-consciousness period when you were in your teens?


ROCK: No, you know, when I was in my teens—that’s like the eighties—it wasn’t exactly the most conscious decade. I was bused to school as a kid.


TG: From where to where?


ROCK: From Bed-Stuy to Gerritsen Beach, and to Bensonhurst. I was getting called “nigger” since I was in the second grade. I was always in tune with my blackness, from the time I was in the second grade.


TG: Were there a lot of other people from your neighborhood who got bused to Bensonhurst?


ROCK: There was about five of us.


TG: Five? That’s all?


ROCK: Yeah, you know, when I say “the neighborhood,” I’m just talking about, like, a two-block radius. When you grow up in a bad neighborhood, there’s not a lot of venturing out. So my neighborhood was like two blocks to me. Then the rest of the neighborhood—I didn’t go anywhere ’cause anything could happen. My mother wasn’t having it.


TG: How many African American students would you say there were in the schools that you got bused to?


ROCK: I was the only black kid in my grade a couple of times. I was the only black boy, and then there were two black girls, for most of my grade school. The girls had each other. I was by myself. It’s weird. Even though I would get beat up, of course, my best friend would end up being white. Then he’d get beat up for being my friend. It’s a weird circle of events.


TG: Do you think that being so alienated as a kid contributed to your being a comedian?


ROCK: Yes, I was alienated. I had nothing else to do. You know, I always loved comedy. I had nothing to fall back on. I have no real skills. If I picked up a paper right now and went through the want ads, there’s nothing I could get that would pay me more than the minimum wage. So I loved comedy, got into it, was a little twisted. My schooling had twisted me somewhat. It really helped me out.


TG: I have a question about your voice. Onstage, when you’re doing comedy, your voice is much deeper, louder, and rougher than your voice in conversation, which is higher and lighter—almost sweeter, if I could use that word.


ROCK: Well, thanks.


TG: I wonder why you are not comfortable with that voice onstage? Do you feel you need a harder-edged voice to do your comedy?


ROCK: Well, you know, the money’s on the line. People are paying twenty-five dollars. They want a performance. They don’t want me, they want me to be better than me. I gotta look better than me. I gotta be taller, louder, funnier. When you’re onstage, it’s kind of like being a woman. It’s put on the makeup; do the hair. You know, nobody wants me. They want Chris Rock! I’m just Chris. By the same token, I couldn’t walk through life acting the way I act onstage.


TG: Well, right, without getting hit a lot.


ROCK: Right. Exactly.


TG: Did being skinny affect how people thought of you or how you see yourself as a comic? Were you kind of scrawny as a kid?


ROCK: I’m scrawny now as a man. Totally. Being skinny has affected every aspect of my life—every decision I make; everything I put on. Put it this way: Look at my stand-up. I always say stand-up comedy and boxing are pretty much the same. You know, boxing is to sports what stand-up is to entertainment, ’cause there’s just a guy out there by himself. I perform like a skinny boxer. My size has me so insecure; I’m always working twice as hard. I don’t have the ability to knock you out. So you take my hour special and anybody else’s hour special—I probably have twice as many jokes packed into it. Being skinny has totally affected me, and totally, totally, totally weirded me out.


TG: Speaking of boxing, when you were young, did people try to pick fights with you and take advantage of your size?


ROCK: Totally, totally. The only reason they don’t do it now is ’cause, you know, I’m “me.”


TG: Right. You’re famous.


ROCK: That’s the only reason.


TG: Did you learn to fight?
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