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Foreword


John Boorman





We asked Mike Figgis to take over this edition of Projections. Like many a fine film-maker, he struggles to follow his vision in an increasingly hostile and volatile environment. After bruising encounters with Hollywood, he broke free of the system by shooting Leaving Las Vegas on Super 16mm in three weeks. Not only a critical success, it was a surprise hit with the public. Despite its minuscule budget, according to the MGM book-keeper it has yet to show a profit, and the man who made it and deferred his life went unrewarded. Much more money was spent on promoting it than making it. But the way it works in Hollywood is that when you make a hit, it’s the next film that pays you. Desperate to be associated with success, they line up to shower you with money. He took on a script by Joe Eszterhas – One Night Stand. Until recently this man was the highest paid, most wooed and successful screenwriter in town. His erotic fantasies made millions, but then came a couple of flops and he was suddenly a pariah, reviled as a purveyor of semi-soft porn. Mike rewrote the script, expunging all traces of the man, but the stigma was such that he had great difficulty in casting it. It was a beautiful movie, subtle and tenderly erotic, yet it never quite succeeded in escaping the stigma of its provenance. Fear of failure is so pervasive and so distorting that it colours all judgements.


What follows is an account of a journey Mike took through the Hollywood labyrinth, a series of conversations with people working in the business. It is a remarkable snapshot of how it works and how it malfunctions.


Mike has since turned away from the system once more and made two low-budget, independent movies – The End of Sexual Innocence and a version of Miss Julie, shot in two weeks.


He is a guerrilla fighter, lean and fast, he pillages his pictures and is gone before they can catch up with him. His quickness of eye and his honesty are manifest in these pages. These are despatches from the front.



















Introduction


Mike Figgis





After my first short film, The House, was seen on Channel 4, I received a call from David Puttnam, and all seemed rosy as he commissioned Stormy Monday. There followed a year in which he never read the treatment, and in fact I never saw him again until quite recently, when I bumped into him at some film function. Meanwhile I went back to part-time teaching and working in theatre and one day, while retrieving discarded sound tapes from a skip in Soho, I bumped into Nigel Stafford Clarke, the producer of The House, and after a chat he suggested I take the script of Stormy Monday to him. He gave me notes, we went ahead with a script and he got funding from Channel 4 and British Screen. This came to about half of the budget and we needed about $750,000 from an American distributor. Which is what took me to Los Angeles for the first time in my life …


Hemdale, flushed with their success on films such as Platoon, were picking up cheap British products, and Stormy Monday was one of the many that they announced at Cannes in the spring of 1987. Nigel and I set off for New York and Los Angeles to begin casting for the two American parts. We got through New York, but things were tense in LA because we still didn’t have anything in writing from Hemdale and it was Nigel’s job to get a contract. We arrived in LA and went straight to the Beverly Hills Hotel for a meeting with Kate Capshaw (later to become Mrs Steven Spielberg). I wasn’t allowed in without a jacket and so I went back to the car to get one. It was green with a yellow lining; a nice enough jacket. As I came back into the lobby, three men who had witnessed the initial refusal of entry laughed and said (in a friendly manner), ‘Is that the best they could do for you?’ They thought I’d been given some reject by the staff. Kate was pretty and charming and talked about the script, as they all talk about any script, and then got into her huge Jeep and drove off.


We checked into the Holiday Inn in Santa Monica, and the next morning I experienced my first earthquake. At breakfast I was writing in my notebook and a very chatty waitress pumped me for information about what I did in the entertainment business. When I said I was a director, she shouted very loudly, ‘Dolores, come here, this man’s a director!’ Dolores, a pretty Hispanic girl, appeared, blushing, from the kitchen, and was made to parade for me. I was even more embarrassed than she was; probably because I’d described myself as someone I wanted to be but was not yet.


Being with Nigel was like being with an older brother, although in fact he was younger. But it was he who held the money, and we ate together; and he rented houses. I realize that my best chance is to cross the street and bum a ride with them or at least get to a phone. It takes me another ten minutes to come to terms with the fact that I cannot get across the street; six lanes of fast-moving traffic have defeated me. Eventually I manage to get halfway across. The kids watch me in a detached manner as I look at my watch and begin to panic. There is a lull in the traffic and the road ahead curves out of sight. I run for it. Behind me I hear the roar of approaching traffic. It’s been a while since I’ve run as fast as this. Cars hoot furiously at me for being in the inside lane, and the handle of a garden implement, leaning over the side of a pick-up, misses my head by inches. I dive into the side of the road amidst the thorns and the dirty ivy, and it occurs to me that I could die here.


A lone taxi approaches and at the last moment I see that it is empty and I jump into the road, waving my arms, and it stops, which strikes me as amazing. As I flop on to the back seat I notice two things: my knees are knocking and my clothes are wet with sweat.


The taxi driver is a woman, very cool and friendly, and after quite a long ride she drop me outside 9000 Sunset Boulevard. The fare is six dollars and fifty cents and, with trembling hands, I give her what I think is a ten-dollar bill. ‘Keep the rest,’ I say, trying to be grown-up. She gives me a look of immense pity and counts out $93.50 in change.


I now have over an hour to kill so I go into a Sushi bar to clean up and calm down. I drink a beer then, with ten minutes to spare, I stroll into the lobby of the 9000 building. This is a big building with a big lobby, and there is a big notice-board that lists all the names of the companies in the building and where to find them. The name of my film company is not on the board. The lobby receptionist guy is busy with a roll of paper issuing from a printout machine. I give him the name of the film company, Atlantic Releasing, and without looking at me he says, ‘Ninth Floor, room 25.’


In the lift I look at my distorted image in a brass plate and try to get myself together. I walk down the ninth-floor corridor towards Suite 25. The door doesn’t have a handle, only a hole where the handle should be. I knock and the door swings open. Suite 25 is completely empty: not a stick of furniture; marks on the walls where the art used to be. It is now precisely two-thirty.


Back in the lobby the man is unmoved by my rage. ‘Yeah, that’s right, they moved to … let me see …’ and he consults a piece of paper, ‘… Washington Boulevard.’ I ask if it is far and he gives me a withering look of contempt and we go into one of those ‘depends what you mean by far’ routines. He won’t let me use his phone so I cross the street and get a cab driven by a Russian, new to LA, and he’s pissed off that I don’t know the way because he certainly doesn’t. It takes a while for him to look it up in the Thomas guide but finally we hit the freeway system. Yes, the freeway system.


About twenty-five minutes later, with $30 showing on the meter, we pull up beside a derelict car lot at the address given to me by the psycho from the 9000 building. I feel like crying and killing at the same time but I borrow a quarter from the Russian and dial the film company’s number. It rings and then the operator’s voice asks me to deposit my 25 cents. ‘I have,’ I tell her. She tells me again to deposit my 25 cents. ‘I have,’ I repeat. Now we plumb the depths of insanity as she explains that my 25 cents has not registered and that I should deposit another 25 cents and give her my name and address so that the telephone company can refund the first 25 cents. She is not at all fazed that they would have to send it to England. I borrow another quarter from the Russian and eventually I do get through to the film company and I do get through to my contact whose name is Bobby Rock, and at that moment I understand why Patti Hearst married her bodyguard. I tell him where I am and he chuckles. He then explains that, yes, they have moved but, heck, only a couple of blocks down from the 9000 building, still on Sunset. I calculate that by the time I make it back to Sunset I will be $60 lighter and sixty minutes late.


‘Don’t rush,’ says Bobby, ‘the meeting’s been postponed until tomorrow.’


Tomorrow turned into a series of tomorrows that would have made a Mexican blush. I moved hotels to a place called the Hyatt on Sunset which was almost next door to the offices of Atlantic. The hotel was pink and was much favoured by rock ’n’ roll bands that had yet to succeed or were already failing. But one day I did meet Little Richard in the lift and he said hello in a very cheerful manner. I had no car of course and during the day I would go and sit in Bobby Rock’s office … waiting for a meeting that never came. On that first afternoon after finally making it to the office I did meet the two bosses, Jonathan Dana and Bill Tennant. BT seemed interesting but gruff and Dana seemed aloof and wore a suit. Rock tried to include me a little in his social life but his then girlfriend was not enthusiastic about my presence on their jaunts and I felt very awkward about the whole thing. A week went by and I got my first taste of Christmas in LA. It is weird and without any European resonance.


I got a second taste of Tennant through the wall of Rock’s office as he screamed at four other men about a film they were making in the Philippines. He said, ‘I speak three languages, fuck you, fuck me and fuck them.’ It became clear from the way people spoke about BT that everyone was frightened of him. Rock told me stories of his fall from grace and his drug addiction and alcoholism. Still no meeting. In the evenings I pounded away on a portable typewriter on a second draft of Liebestraum, which I had started after the first failure of Stormy Monday. Much of it is about being a stranger in an American town, staying in a strange hotel. I had no money at all to spend and no car and I knew no one.


One day at the office I heard from Bobby that there had been a discussion about the film in which, for reasons I never fathomed, the start date had been shifted. I was angry that this had been done without any kind of consultation with me. So I rang up Tennant and complained and he was furious that I would have the nerve to even question him. He told me rudely that this conversation was going nowhere and I should get off the phone. I cannot remember the dialogue but I carried on talking and he said words to the effect of either shut up or fuck off and I said fuck you and hung up. Rock was shocked and I realized that I had probably screwed up everything. But at the same time as being frightened by what I had just done I was also pleased and felt better inside.


Then the phone rang and it was Tennant’s secretary and she asked that I step into his office. I remember that it was a Friday and by now I was wondering how soon I could get on to a plane. I also remember that my knees were again shaking as I arrived at his office and was shown in. He had a miniature basketball court in his office; all executives find it necessary to have a shrunken sport thing going for them. I walked in and he got up and said he was sorry. I was not expecting this. He hugged me and said that he realized I had been treated without respect and that I was absolutely right to complain. He went on to say that although it was no excuse, he was having personal problems himself. He said that they loved the script and me and would be making the film and that from now on everything would be fine … which it was … more or less.


After the film was released I came back to the Hyatt one more time and then they booked me into the Château Marmont and I have stayed there ever since, whenever I need a hotel. This is much to the puzzlement of my American friends who cannot imagine why anyone would want to stay in a place that has no food, no muzak, very bad service, and never gives you your messages.


When I came to town to make my first American film I moved into the Château for almost a year and became part of the furniture. It was, in retrospect, a very sad year for me.



















1 Elisabeth Shue
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Mike Figgis: Why did you choose to be an actress? Be honest.


Elisabeth Shue: Really honest? Well, the initial reason I chose to be an actress was to get attention. Then, as you go, you realize how much more you’ve found that works for you in your life, and why you like being an actress kind of develops.


That is why a lot of people come to Hollywood, isn’t it? They’re usually good-looking and they want to get attention.


I think everyone would like attention, but to go so far as to become an actress, you have to really, really need attention. And maybe there’s some wound that you experienced when you were a child that you’re trying to compensate for, and eliminate. Now I think I have higher ideals about why I do it. I guess this is selfish too, but I like to experience all sides of my personality, and express different sides of myself. In that way, I feel that I understand more of who I am. If I play somebody who’s totally sexually manipulative, then I can honestly face that side of myself, and put it away. Or if I’m playing somebody who is in pain, then I can somehow process pain that I’ve experienced in my life. Or if I’m playing somebody who’s shy, then I can acknowledge that I’m actually really shy. We’re all so controlled, trying to just be whatever we think everyone wants us to be. But as an actor, you get to experience every aspect of yourself. So that’s what I like about it now. The attention, I think I still crave, but I hate it now. I disrespect that part of it in myself and in other people. I find it somewhat evil, what it does to people and how it hurts your soul.


So how do you deal with that? Emotionally, it’s always going to be a contradiction for you, as long as you’re in the business.


In some ways you deny it and you look at that aspect of it as just business. Like you have to go and do the talk shows, and publicize the films, and be recognized in the street and be nice to the fans that care about your work. If you don’t deal with that, then you can’t do what you like to do. But I find I don’t really enjoy any of those things any more.


It’s a bit of a lie, isn’t it?


Yeah. And you’re not sure who that personality is that you have to put out for that part. I get in trouble because I just become myself. And then when you’re too much yourself, people tell you you’re not enough of a ‘saleable personality’ or whatever.


That is quite unique to this business, right? The perversity of having to talk about what you just did, all the time, as part of the machine of selling the product. I think it’s a real soul-destroyer.


You’re just like a specimen for people to constantly pore over. Every film that comes out, I have to at least make a few magazine covers. And you have to do a very long article, you have to spend almost two days with the reporter, who wants to know everything about you. You get into a conversation and you want to feel really open, but you have to be really careful about what’s private and what’s not, because you’re constantly talking about yourself. You just feel raped, or you feel boring, or you said too much or, ‘Oh, God, I probably said something negative about somebody.’ I’ve said things about my mother in print. They’ve described my brother’s death in disgusting ways that aren’t true, which is really painful.


So did you then think, ‘I just shouldn’t have said anything about any of that’?


Yeah, I should’ve said nothing. But you get bored during the interview process, you get bored reading those articles yourself. So you feel like, ‘What’s the point? If I’m not honest about myself and I don’t really talk about things that matter to me …’


I know you’re expected to do it. But do you think it makes the slightest bit of difference to the success of the film whether you do or not?


I just know that if you don’t, the executives and the business people really get angry. Then you’re antagonistic to the business aspect of what it means to be an actress. And then they don’t want to pay you your salary. It’s almost like you don’t get your money unless you do what you’re told.


Unless you’re a good girl. And that means going out and baring your soul, again. And how many times can you tell those stories, about your inner self, or your brother?


Now I won’t talk about him at all.


Are you ‘difficult’ now?


No, I still open up and feel too comfortable with everybody and get into trouble by talking too much about everything. But I’ve also come to the conclusion that if I’m going to spend my time doing that, I want to have a good conversation with the person. I’m sick of doing it if it’s boring.


Do you see a way that you can avoid that in the future? Do you think you can get big enough, for example?


No, the bigger you get the more you have to do it. If you get paid twenty million dollars a movie versus whatever I get paid – which is piecemeal compared to that – then you really have to go out there. I can still say that I hate talk shows and I get too nervous, which I do. And they let me off, if it’s a small picture and they didn’t pay me much.


Right – it’s in direct relation to the money you get paid. Okay – why are you still in films? We sort of covered it, but I ask you that bluntly.


I ask myself that question a lot. I definitely have fantasies of leaving, all the time. But then I think I’m probably wanting to leave out of fear of it ending, or fear of growing older, or feeling I’d rather leave than be unable to do the kind of work I want to do. I don’t want to ever have to face whatever that would feel like. But I still do it because I’m still able to work with people that I respect, and I still play parts that challenge me. Also I enjoy the gypsy aspect of it, going off and meeting people whom you get to know in a very deep and intimate way. The actual experience still enriches my life. If it didn’t, and I was one of those people who lived in their trailer and never talked to people, and was angry and isolated and bitter, I wouldn’t continue. But I still like the filming family.


How do you rate film as an art form, compared to literature, painting, theatre?


Well, that’s hard – what kind of criteria are you going to use? But because film is accessible to so many people, the other art forms less so, I think film has incredible potential to touch people in ways that the other art forms don’t come close to. I mean, there is such an élite crowd of people who go to museums, or have enough money to go to the theatre. A lot of people can’t even read a book. But everybody can find seven dollars to go see a film. At the same time, because it’s so accessible, it also sometimes isn’t as pure …


Film works. This factory here can produce wonderful things. But of every hundred movies that it turns out now, how many of them would you say work?


I think they work – on all levels – very, very rarely.


So is that what’s wrong with Hollywood?


I can’t decide if what’s wrong is that certain movies make so much money, so they constantly want to remake those movies and have a formula that sells – in other words, that people are too fearful of losing money because it does cost too much money. But, at the same time, because movies are making so much more money, isn’t there more opportunity to make independent films than there was a long time ago? Do you think?


I think so. Things can get through. But I’ve found that young film-makers coming up, their ambitions are not to make astounding independent films, à la Godard. They might pay lip-service to those films, but really their ambition is to be very famous, and incredibly rich – to be, in a sense, more glamorous than the actors they employ. Nic Cage said to me, of a certain director, ‘It’s kind of worrying when the director is better-looking than the actors – better dressed and more stylish.’ If the money wasn’t so good here, would the job be quite as attractive for you?


I think so. When I started out, I know I did not do it for the money. I had no idea you could make money. The first film I did was The Karate Kid. I had no idea just how much money that movie made until maybe five years ago, when someone told me. I was paid thirty thousand dollars for my part. I thought, ‘My God, that is so much money.’ What I love about this business is that it’s incredible that you’re paid at all to do what you do. But it’s dangerous, the more money you make, the feeling you get of wanting to make that much money the next time. And if they won’t pay you that money, you wonder, ‘Do I really want to work that hard and not get paid?’ It starts to become an issue.


We both know that our friend Nicolas is on – we hear – twenty million dollars a picture, right? And only a couple of years ago we were doing Leaving Las Vegas for practically nothing. I don’t know about you, but I’m still waiting to be paid for that.


Oh, but I wouldn’t have had a career without that film.


When I first met you, you were just visiting, like me. We both stayed at the same hotel. Now you live here, you’ve bought a house. How much has that changed your perception of what you do as an actor?


Well, it hasn’t changed it that much because we actually do live in the first house we bought, which is very modest and very small. I know the dangers of living here, and I know that people buy houses just to show off and have people thinking, ‘Wow, they’ve really made it.’ That whole side of LA doesn’t affect me. What does affect me is the jealousies that it starts to create, that feeling of being in a factory town, of comparing yourself, of never wanting to read the trades. But if you just happen to be in the 7-Eleven and you start paging through the trades and you see who’s filming, and what parts they’re doing, and ‘Why didn’t I read that script?’ … You’re talking to your agent every day and you have no other input. You don’t even have a subway to go on where you can see other people and think about their stories and what their lives are like. You’re just ‘Me, me, me’. That’s the part I think is really evil. Everyone’s isolated and thinking about the business all day long. It kills people’s souls.


How do you get over that?


Well, I’m really lucky because I’m married to somebody who has a very deep soul, who is striving for the same kind of life I am, and who’s as frustrated as I am with the lack of culture here. We’ve created a little oasis for ourselves in the middle of it all. Having a baby really helps a lot. And I know that I’m going to move – I’m getting out, it’s just a matter of time. In about two years, we’re going to move back east. But then again, there’s something really easy about life here. You can live in a house and still be in a city. That’s hard to do if you want to live in New York.


Should there be a ceiling on earnings for actors? For their own sake?


To save them from themselves? Well, as long as somebody like Tom Cruise or Jim Carrey can bring in the audiences that they do, I think they do deserve a share of the proceeds. I think it would be more fair, though, if everybody got pieces of the movie. A ceiling, I don’t know – that seems like it’s taking away freedom.


I have a theory that actors get paid the amounts of money they do in order to internally justify the amounts of money that everybody else pays everybody else. It’s much easier to talk about what Tom Cruise is earning than to talk about an executive or producer whose name isn’t known, who’s not in People magazine. But every time I’ve gone in and proposed making a low-budget film, it fills people with horror and panic. Because if I can make a film for three million  dollars, what the fuck are you paying twenty-five million for? Everybody’s on a gravy train here. I’ve come to the conclusion that actors are the whipping-boys and girls.


It’s their fault. If they didn’t make so much money, then the movies wouldn’t cost so much. But then again – the last film I did was as small as Leaving Las Vegas in its scope. And I got paid a really good salary, for me.


Do you want to say how much?


I don’t know.


That’s part of the deal, isn’t it? That you don’t talk about it.


Well, unless you make a lot – then everyone talks about it.


I’ll make a deal with you. If no one else talks about figures, I won’t mention it. But if they do, then we’ll be honest.


All right. Well, I made two and a half million dollars, which is – I mean, my God, that could give me security for the rest of my life, because I’m definitely going to save it. I did a commercial film after Leaving Las Vegas, where I did get paid my first million dollars, but it didn’t turn out to be a good experience. But here I feel good that I got paid to do what I wanted to do. It was a small movie, a twenty-two-million-dollar budget. And I still, for the life of me, cannot figure out where that money went – because all the actors got paid nothing. The director didn’t get paid anything. I know the unions cost money. But it must have gone to the executives, nameless people.


I did Leaving Las Vegas for a budget of three and a half million, then One Night Stand for twenty-five, and now The Loss of Sexual Innocence for three and a half again. On Leaving Las Vegas I felt we were flying. We shot the movie in – what, four weeks? Then to go back to twelve-week shoots, it just feels like wading through cement.


But, Mike, it’s different doing a low-budget film with you. The problem is, not a lot of the more artistic directors are doing low-budget films. So most of the low-budget films I’m offered, there’s not a director involved who makes me think, ‘I’ve got to have this experience.’ If it was a great part, I would do it in a second. But the parts are not that great. It’s just hard to find a good script with a good director, period. It’s fucking impossible. And I’m supposedly at the top echelon. The stories that they’re telling and the roles they’re writing for women just don’t really interest me most of the time. Every once in a while there is a great script, and you go, ‘Ahhh!’ But then you find there’s not a good part in it for you.


Why?


Because they’re all male-dominated scripts.


Why?


Because that’s what sells. That’s what is proven to sell.


How important is sex to men in this town, as portrayed by women? And why is it always the same story over and over again? Have you ever thought about this?


Yeah, definitely. The easy answer is that the town is run by men, so they want to see themselves in the movies. They want to see themselves as heroes. They want to see themselves with younger women. They want to see themselves on a spaceship going to Mars. So they’re trying to put their own egos into the stories through the actors. And writers are writing commercial scripts with male leads, because they know that’s how they will make their money. So it’s just a vicious circle.


Most interesting stories are about men and women, right? And most popular stories are love stories in one form or another, as was Leaving Las Vegas. Love stories, unless they’re gay stories, tend to involve a man and a woman equally, in a complex relationship. So why isn’t that reflected in films? When did this jock culture take over and strangle storytelling?


Maybe when the executives or the writers assume that people wanted to escape when they went to films, that they didn’t want to have to be challenged emotionally. People saw Leaving Las Vegas and loved it, but it was painful, difficult to watch. ‘I wasn’t going to go see it, but I did …’ Then they were so surprised that they could see a film and feel something that deep. That was so shocking.


Moving on – what is the easiest and quickest way for an actress to succeed in Los Angeles?


(Laughs.) Get on your knees.


Is that true?


No, but I’ve always been fascinated with how some actresses do become so successful so quickly. For me it was definitely a thirteen-year process. I definitely wasn’t on my knees. Maybe it would have got me here much quicker.


The expression ‘on your knees’ – is that literal or metaphoric?


It’s metaphoric. Although it was always something that I heard about when I was younger – ‘Beware of the casting couch.’ It never happened to me. But I think a lot of women do learn how to seduce, in a way, in order to get certain roles that are beyond their talent.


Has that always been the way?


Yeah. As an actress or an actor, in some ways you are a prostitute, selling yourself and seducing people and hoping they’ll hire you. Five times a week you’re coming in and putting yourself on display. You have to be a good actor, but there’s also a level of seduction – which I didn’t get, and I think that’s why it took me so long. But that’s terrible to say. Maybe it was just that I wasn’t very talented for so long that I assumed there was some shady business going on for the other people. But women are definitely more vulnerable in wanting to please, wanting to be liked, wanting to be daddy’s little girl …


Which goes back to our first question. Why are you an actress? Because you wanted to be liked.


It’s also what your quality is. Personalities sell in Hollywood. And one of the things that maybe saved me is that I didn’t really know how to do that. I didn’t have a personality to sell. Now, Cameron Diaz, I think, is a really beautiful woman – really sweet. Her natural personality, who she is, is really what sells. She’s very open, she’s very free sexually, and she makes people feel really good about themselves. And that’s beautiful because it’s real, it is her. But there’s a sick side of this business where you come in and create that kind of personality to become successful.


What is the most humiliating thing you had to go through in the process of arriving at who you are?


Definitely that feeling of being metaphorically raped, putting yourself out there in such a raw and open way, and having them mistreat you or disregard you or disrespect you – and not give you the opportunity to express what you need to express, and audition you with respect. It took me so long to be respected. You understand why actors say, ‘Fuck you, I’m not reading.’ It’s because they have so many memories of years of walking in, sitting down with a casting director who can’t act. You sit in a cold room reading a script with somebody who couldn’t give a shit, who’s not giving you anything, and you just feel disrespected. They should hire an actor to read with you. The director should be there if he cares at all. The first time we worked together was the first time I felt respected as an actor, and the first time I did good work in an audition.


Do you want to tell the story about how we met at the Château Marmont Hotel? We’d already met in New York. We then met to read. You said you didn’t want to, I persuaded you.


The casting director and I were going in the elevator with you upstairs to go to your room. And I, just for a moment, was just honest. I asked the casting director to leave. I said, ‘I’d rather you stay downstairs.’ She did. I think she was shocked.


She was very shocked.


I had no power, I was like nobody. But we went up to the room and we spent about two and a half hours. And you’re a really good actor, which is very rare for a director. So it was just the two of us reading, and instantly we were connected to the process.


We’ve talked about why there are so few good roles for women in mainstream American films. What could make things better?


I don’t know how you could ever change the blockbuster mentality that is so male-dominated. The actresses that do make a lot of money could use their power more. But they get sucked into the same thing. ‘Well, we need you to do another romantic comedy because the last one made money.’


In general, are women portrayed at all realistically?


No, they’re never complicated enough. They never have needs. They only represent something to the man. They’re only there to reflect on the man.


Have you ever felt guilty about the way you’ve portrayed a woman?


I felt a little bit guilty about Cocktail because I never stood up and fought for who I thought she should be. I felt so insecure that I just did what the director told me to do. It obviously wasn’t supposed to be complicated. I was providing a service, I knew that was my job.


Do you have any feelings about how violence is portrayed?


I think it’s disgusting when it’s cartoon violence. A movie like Saving Private Ryan, done in a way that’s affecting and raw and honest, at least says something about violence that people can learn from. But I think that the Die Hard kind of movie does inspire kids to go out and buy guns and join gangs and feel that macho power that they see in films. It has to have an effect.


I’ve had to deal with complaints from quite a lot of women, particularly in Britain, over the rape in Leaving Las Vegas. I have very mixed feelings about the scene now – because it was so realistic, and because your performance was so strong, it really upset a lot of women. Not that they were angry with it, just that it devastated them.


But I think it upset them in a way that’s honest. The power of that scene was in the simplicity and the way you shot it. You never saw one thing. You never made me feel disrespected as an actor, you never made me feel that I was actually being raped. You took care of me in the process and the way you filmed it took care of the character and gave her dignity in a very terrible, terrible situation …


I feel that, as a film-maker, you should be prepared to argue and be in a controversial area. I showed the film initially to lots of men, and I said, ‘Please be honest, did you get a hard-on in the rape scene?’ And they all, without fail, said, ‘No, I felt deeply ashamed of being a man.’ I took the film round the States, to colleges and so on, and at one screening a girl came out before the end, led by a friend, just sobbing uncontrollably. I went up to ask if she was okay and her friend said, ‘Look, it’s nothing personal. She was a victim and it was just too much for her to watch.’ I think, as film-makers, sometimes we don’t know how powerful something is to somebody else. And that shook me, it gave me real food for thought.


I think also if there is going to be violence against a woman, it has to be an integral part of the story, and it obviously was at that moment. My character wanted to be damaged – she was so in pain because Nic’s character left her. I always looked at that scene as if I was going in there to instigate violence.


Have you had negative feedback for it?


No. Now, I was upset by the rape scene in The Accused. What I found upsetting but also powerful was the way it was shot. It ran long enough so that I think audience members did get turned on. I know I did. I was freaked out by the fact that I had been turned on by something that was so horrific. And in that moment I understood the horror, the reality of how those moments happen.


The more successful a film is, the more people see it. A lot of guys could rent that and masturbate and have not a second thought about the ramifications. For them it’s just a turn-on, a porn movie.


Think of the pictures they have on the Internet now. If you do a nude scene in a film, they can send it out through a computer, and people probably masturbate to a picture of me nude. That’s pretty horrific. There’s a whole part of this business that I pretend doesn’t exist.


There’s very little you can do about that. How important is an Oscar? Crass question, but …


It means a lot to the little girl inside of you who wanted Daddy to tell you you were good. I definitely felt the good feeling that having a nomination brought, which is you’re being respected and patted on the back. But the flip side which confuses you and makes you feel kind of dirty about it is, ‘Oh, now you’re a bigger deal, you can make more money’, which is pathetic and sad. People want an Oscar in order to have a bigger career, and so getting it becomes a business. That’s something I didn’t realize. People campaign for them. I mean, I realize that at the time MGM was campaigning for me, for all of us. They were putting out advertisements. But we were so in the dark about what they meant.


Do you know how much money was spent on P&A? Twenty-five million.


That’s a lot for a small film.


The film cost three and a half million, then twenty-five million promoting it. It made just over thirty million domestic. So it didn’t make any money. It’s a hit that made no money. Last thing – would you rather have an Oscar for a mainstream film, or a European acting award for a small film?


I’d rather have the European award for a good film.
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Mike Figgis: What do you think is right about Hollywood today?


John Calley: It’s hard to find a lot of things that are right. If you’re talking about the mainstream, major studios making X number of films a year to drive their revenue requirements – it’s become truly crazy. Everybody’s flailing around trying to deal with the absurd costs – the consequence of a mistake is terrifying, and there’s no dependable formula. There never has been, of course, but I don’t think the odds against screwing up got any longer in the interim. So there’s this idea of buying an insurance policy – like a writer who gets three million dollars because he’s written two successful films out of his last five, or a star who gets twenty million dollars against 20 per cent of the gross, because you think at least you’ll get the picture opened. We’re in the middle of summer now, it’s August 1998 – last weekend the top ten films each grossed five million dollars, which is a significant gross for any film at any time. But some of them must fall by the wayside, because there are four more new ones coming in next week. So films are no longer allowed to mature in the market – their lifespan has been stunted by the nature of the competitive environment.


How long is it that you’ve been back in the studio business?


Five years. I came back in 1993.


Before that, you took a hiatus.


I took off for thirteen years. I was running Warners, and in 1980 I decided that I wanted to leave. I had no idea what I was like, what my life was all about – it was all just studio-system madness. Running a studio is like an endless trip through a George Lucas meteor-shower – it’s all coming at you and you do your best to manage it, and it almost seems like fun. But then you realize that your life is defined by your telephone list, and your relative salary as contrasted to the salaries of your competitors. I was fifty, I’d been in the movie business in one form or another for almost thirty years. I’d just signed up for another seven-year deal and I went to see my attorney, who was also my friend, to do a will. And this is gauche, but as we were running down my list of assets and what we might do with them upon my departure, I realized I didn’t have to work any more. And I was electrified by that thought – it had never occurred to me. I was on the conveyor belt, going to work every day – and I thought, ‘Why? It isn’t fun any more’. So I stopped. I had owned a house on Fisher’s Island for some years, just as a vacation place in the summer. I moved there year-round, and I became a bit of a hermit for some years. I became, almost as a matter of discipline, disengaged from my time. I stopped watching television, stopped reading newspapers and listening to the radio, and I tried to keep my phone calls to a minimum. And I loved it.


Did you read books?


Incessantly, but not recent stuff. I read a lot of things that I’d always wanted to read. When I was at Warners it was tough to squeeze in things you wanted to read if they weren’t considered possible bases for movies.


Did you manage to squeeze anything in then?


A bit. But it was a world where nobody reads a book if you can’t make a movie out of it. One time I was flying to London from Los Angeles, and the person in the seat next to me was a movie producer, whom I knew. We all carry those little travel bags with the things we plan to do on the plane. And I had a book that I’d been desperate to read for months, but hadn’t had the time. So I took it out of my bag, and the producer looked at it and said, ‘Don’t waste your time reading that, it’s already been sold to Twentieth Century Fox’. But I did, and I do read. It’s critically important to me.


And did you see many movies in your hiatus?


I probably saw about four movies in thirteen years. I had always loved movies. I was that person who would see The Maltese Falcon or Laura every time they came to New York. I would see The Seventh Seal over and over again. But I found my love for movies was corrupted by the fact that I worked in the movie business. It became what I did, and carried with it the nightmarish quality of work.


So after a couple of years on Fisher’s Island – how were you feeling?


I kept waiting for the anxiety attack to hit – the withdrawal symptoms. And there were none. For the first time – this sounds corny – but I felt joy. I was standing on the beach in the middle of February in a snowstorm and I had this curious feeling. At first I thought I was having a coronary, and then I realized that I was feeling some sort of joy. So the further I disappeared into that solitary world, the more comfortable I became and the more addictive I found it.


So what in the hell are you doing sitting here now?


I made some changes in my life. A friend came to visit me, we got involved in a relationship, and what had been a very interesting meditative experience on my own soon became merely eccentric. I realized that if I was going to remain in the relationship, I’d better get out of Fisher’s Island.


Did you get rid of it?


Sold it. A friend of a friend wanted to see what the island was like, came to visit, and basically we sold the house to him over lunch. Then I got more conventional in my retirement choice, living in north-west Connecticut in one of those mock-farming communities that are like God’s waiting room – everybody pretending to be local but not feeling local, and the locals feeling contemptuous of the non-locals who are pretending. I found that I was sleeping more and more, up to eighteen hours a day, having sort of sequential dreams. I’d only worked in the film business twice in the thirteen years I was away. I produced Postcards from the Edge with Mike Nichols, who’s been my best friend for many years, and my inspiration, and in many ways my saviour. And he and I did a film as producers, The Remains of the Day, in 1992 with Merchant-Ivory.


That’s a gorgeous film.


In the aftermath of that, I felt that I had a choice to make. I either could come back to the world, or continue to live this mock-country-gentleman life in Washington, Connecticut. Then Mike Ovitz intervened in my life and suggested that I take a job at MGM-UA. I met with Frank Mancuso, and he hired me to run UA, which I was attracted to because it was a non-existent studio. I had the chance to start something from scratch and do it the way I wanted to, without the residue of a prior administration. I had always had the sense that one could make a very small studio be a very pleasant place to work. So I did it with two executives, basically, then expanded to three. And we made a very few movies. We were lucky enough to release your thrilling Leaving Las Vegas and, in many ways, it saved our lives. It was one of the three successful films that we had, along with The Birdcage and the Bond movie Goldeneye.


What were the main differences you noticed when you came back? Or, essentially, does it never change?


No, no. It changes radically. During my hiatus, it became much more businesslike, and much less fun. It was while I was gone that Mike Ovitz appeared. I have some admiration for Mike, I like him personally, he’s been a lovely supporter of mine. But his extraordinary gifts as an agent resulted in something that, thank God, seems to be fragmenting. I came back to a world in which fundamental decisions about the pictures we made were not being made at the studio. They were being made by CAA, driven by Mike, because he had become so controlling of the talent pool. If Mike wanted you to make it, he’d call and say, ‘I want you, Dustin,’ and ‘Barry Levinson, you’d better direct it.’ If you didn’t make it, you were not going to be at the top of that ‘Get-a-look-at-it’ list. So major decisions were being made by people who had no responsibility for the ultimate result of the decision. They’d be gone by the time the picture came out, for better or for worse, and it was your problem. When Ovitz got out of the agency business, that started to come apart, and I think that’s a good thing. It is not to say that leverage no longer exists, it certainly does – but not to the extent where it was heading to.


But I’d say the main difference was this – when I left, studios were sort of controlled by one-man bands, a Steve Ross or a Charlie Bludhorn. Or a descendant of Jack Warner or Harry Cohn. I worked in the studio system when those men who actually owned the business were also running the studios and understood the business. Darryl Zanuck knew how to make movies. Harry Cohn had been doing it for many years. Warner was astonishingly bizarre, but nonetheless he was betting his own money. When I came back, I was working for Crédit Lyonnaise, which had foreclosed on Peretti, an international swindler who had somehow obtained the rights to MGM. A Japanese company owned Universal. Warners was by that time in the hands of Time Inc., although Terry Semel and Bob Daly, who had succeeded Ted Ashley and Frank Wells and I, were still in the jobs. Fox was owned by a kind of conglomerate, certainly dominated by Rupert Murdoch, a brilliant, gifted man but not a film guy necessarily. He was buying it as part of a mosaic of companies that he felt interacted well.


The point is that the parental entity that owned the studios were not film people. If ownership of the movie business is vastly removed from the process of movie-making, that creates an astonishing number of aberrations.


So the emphasis changed. Development got insanely out of hand, because it was a realm in which one could operate in a businesslike manner. You could project what your development expenses would be, and you could stick to them, and that seemed rational to the owner. You could say, ‘We’re going to spend a hundred million bucks on development this year.’ If you spent thirty-two million in the first quarter, they’d start to look at you funny, like you were incompetent. But by the end of the second quarter, you could be under budget. And you could finish the year maybe twelve million dollars under budget, and they’d think you were a wonderful manager for that reason. But the fact is, you might have developed nothing of value. It was very hard for the new owners to live in a realm where there’s no objective reality, just somebody’s judgement of somebody else’s judgement.


I think of film-making as a process where someone has given you some money that you are then corporately responsible for; and I think of it as suitcases full of crinkled paper – real stuff that you can buy stuff with. But I get the impression in the studio system, no one really seems to see money; they see the product of money, and they have a nice lifestyle. But the two-hundred-million-dollar budgets and so on – it seems almost like the money doesn’t exist any more. There are just figures.


Well, it’s very hard to imagine two hundred million dollars sitting on your coffee table, and then have it leave incrementally to complete this movie. It’s much scarier than thinking of millions coming in, millions going out, this tidal flow of money; and hopefully at the end of the year your tide will be higher than what it was at the start. I think Sean Connery was, at one point in his life, paid a million dollars flat for a Bond movie, and he sure did deserve it. And as I understand the story, he had a million dollars in sterling put on a table in a vault at Barclay’s Bank in London and brought his family down from Scotland to actually see a million dollars.


I do get the sense that people don’t know what the money is any more. It must affect corporate responsibility, the way that they’re handling it.


It also is reflected in directorial responsibility. People don’t feel that they’re spending money, they feel they’re measuring their power. Films that used to be shot in forty days now take eighty if you’re lucky. Limitless money is spent on effects. It’s completely out of hand, it’s terrifying.


Is it possible to stop it?


I think there might be a change if something cataclysmic happens, if there is a terrible year and massive loss all over the place. Last year Sony had the largest grossing  year of any company in the history of the film business. We did over a billion two domestic box office, and we did that by releasing very expensive movies that did very well. It’s hard to come back from that brink, except in the face of tragic failure. But I think the possibilities for change are technological. I think about the potential of digital video recording of material, so that you can release films on tape in a much more enlightened way, through satellite to receivers on flat screens in theatres. On Godzilla, which we just released, we spent over fourteen million dollars on prints, on cans of film. And that then has to be managed by the industry in terms of security, making sure piracy is minimized, to the tune of ten million dollars a year. So the average studio making big movies is spending a hundred million dollars a year on prints alone. That’s crazy. An enlightened evolution where one can tape and transmit electronically could take over half a billion dollars a year out of the expenses.


Are you in any way sentimentally attached to celluloid?


Sure. I mean, I grew up with it. And I was the production manager on live television shows that are no more, but I’m still able to watch television, which is mostly on videotape, without a great deal of psychic pain. I think upcoming audiences will be used to what the new format is – an electronic screen, highly defined, and a much higher quality image because the tape projection won’t suffer the diminution of quality that the film does as it’s cycled from place to place.


We tend to forget that, don’t we?


Yeah, we always see it as well as it can be seen, but go down the line to the second or third run where often the projectionist couldn’t care less about what’s on the screen. It’s usually a little out-of-focus, sound is weak, lumen levels are down. I could imagine digital having some positive effect on cost. But as long as it’s a competitive universe, and I don’t see that changing, the prices will go up. There are six or eight stars that can demand huge sums of money, and there are six studios ready to pay them because they think that they guarantee openings. I don’t know how that stops.


I’m really interested in making a very commercial film that would economically perform really well for the studio, but I would also like to make it for virtually nothing. I just think certain executives would be less interested in that – because the system has got out of control, not just with stars at the top but all the way down the pyramid.


Look, here’s the issue. If we all decided that there would be genuine ownership of rights and sharing of profits, but that it was contingent upon success – all of it could change. If the big star or the big director said, ‘Look, I will do the picture for a stipend, but I want 5, 10, 12 per cent of the real receipts’, costs would come down astonishingly. But that doesn’t serve the interest of the agents or the business managers. They don’t want 10 per cent of what Tom Cruise or Tom Hanks or Mel Gibson might make. They want 10 per cent of twenty million dollars right now, because that’s how they live – ‘Get your money in front. Get these big fees.’ The deals that are written are so onerous now, if you have a net profit participation in a movie it’s almost impossible to make profits – not because the studios are stealing money, but because the artist signs a contract that is designed to make it very difficult for profits to ever accumulate. So everybody’s salary goes up. You hear of studio executives that have made three hundred and fifty million dollars on their stock options. And that leads the creative artist to say, ‘Well, what about me? How come this guy who doesn’t do anything that goes up on a screen and gets people to spend their money – why should he get that kind of money and I get nothing except the hope that I’ll be successful?’ So they want theirs in front too. Everybody is at the trough and it’s very hard to reverse that because the people that are deciding how the industry is structured are the people that are earning huge sums of money as a result of its present structure. Unless you can imagine a world of such high purpose and benevolence, in which people say the greater good is served by all of us reducing our salaries and making this a more rational world, unless you believe that’s possible – and I don’t – then we’re doomed to this.


How do you bring about changes?


I will lay it at the feet of digitalization again, which may seem like it’s my one-stop answer to everything. What the majors have now is adroit distribution, that’s the critical mass that we control. But we’re recording this on a small digital camera. You set it all up yourself. When the process is simplified, so that commercially acceptable levels of taping can occur that can be transmitted one-stop to a commercial outlet, the whole thing will fragment. I don’t think it will be necessary for a brilliant person to come to me to ask for sixty million dollars to do a movie. I think he can buy fifty dollars’ worth of tape, rent a camera like that [points at my Sony DVC], get some talented people together and make a film. And if I’m not smart enough to see that his film, when finished, is brilliant, he can take it to a distribution centre that transmits these signals out to receptors who will bid on it.


I love what you’re saying. I do quite a lot of work with students and would-be directors and I come as the guy who shot on Super 16, made a low-budget movie that made money – theoretically, did everything that you’d think a film student would want to do. But it’s very hard, particularly in America, to get the remotest interest in 16 mm. They find that, from a snobbish élitist point of view, to be a step down. And the thing that, sadly, I have discovered with a large percentage of wannabe film-makers is they just want to be rich men.


Well, I don’t think there’s a morality to it. I think you can choose your poison. But take the acting profession. There are, as we both know, remarkable actors wandering around – they’re gifted artists, they want to be engaged, they’ve developed their craft to an intensely high level. And they end up living in Los Angeles, doing situation comedy walk-ons – two lines, utterly innocuous. It leads to one conclusion for me, which is that there are two levels. There’s the practice of performing, or film-making, which gives one pleasure as an artist, so that the process is an end in itself. Then there is the issue of career. You come here and struggle to get your agent, and decide that you’ll do almost anything to stay alive in Hollywood, simply in the hope that you’ll score, get the series lead, go on to feature films. Then you’ve made a different choice, and you’re not a film-maker per se.


The last time we spoke, you told me a great quote about basket making …


Oh, that was a line of Tom Stoppard’s. Tom said, ‘If you have skill and no imagination, it can nonetheless result in very attractive and interesting things like wickerwork and picnic baskets – usable, pleasant. On the other hand, if you’ve got a great deal of imagination and you have no skill, what results is modern art.’ I think he’s right. I also wanted to quote David Lean on the paradox of it. I was with him when he said this, but I can’t remember it exactly. He either said that ‘The movie business is an art masquerading as a business’, or he may have said, ‘It’s a business masquerading as an art.’ Both are true. It is a high-stakes business. And when you look around at the aberration of people making twenty million dollars for fourteen weeks’ work, or the director making a hundred and twenty million dollars if he has the right gross deal on the right picture – directors have made that much on pictures that I’ve been involved in.


What do you think about film? I just gave a talk at a university proposing that film was grossly over-valued as a cultural pastime, that the depth of literature is something that we should be really concerned about. I said, ‘Ask yourself, how do you feel after you’ve watched TV for a couple of hours, or come out of a movie, compared to the moment when you’ve finished a book?’ I worry about literature – because I think that up to the late nineteenth century, early twentieth century, literature had a big role in the way we thought, how our thought evolved.


In the development of the species.


And the potential for fineness.


Something we don’t offer in the movie business, and certainly not in television, is the opportunity for the full use of imagination. When I read a book that has a powerful effect upon me, I create a world that’s detonated by this experience of reading. And I’m engaged in a way that I’m never engaged when I go to the movies. When I see Anthony Hopkins, who I think is brilliant, play the butler in Remains of the Day, he is inescapably that image thereafter. But I had a much better time reading the novel than I did seeing the picture – and I’m proud of the picture.


There’s another level of film-making, isn’t there. Let’s just go over the directors you worked with in the sixties and seventies. A lot of Europeans, right?


Kubrick I worked with. There were things with Fellini, with Bergman – picture never came to fruition, but we went through it. Truffaut …


Was your interest always with the Europeans?


No, not necessarily. I just loved good film-making and was attracted by their work. I did two films with Visconti and was crazy about him – The Damned and Death in Venice. And I was crazy about Lindsay Anderson, did O, Lucky Man! with him. It didn’t work commercially, but I’m thrilled about it, and in some ways compare it to A Clockwork Orange, which was a thrilling experience I had working with Stanley. I did three or four pictures with Stanley. But another thing I notice is that as an art evolves, more and more of it becomes derived. Stanley went to the head of one of the major companies after he had done Spartacus and they were keen about him, and he had this dream of doing 2001. They read it quickly and called him in and said, ‘Listen, here’s a bit of advice, kid. Don’t ever consider doing a science fiction movie for over a million bucks. It just doesn’t work.’ So people were inventing things in those days. You can go back to Todd Browning and the Germans and see remarkable horror films. But I think that the work Billy Friedkin did with The Exorcist when I was at Warners was terribly important in that it elevated the horror movie form. He treated it seriously, got terrific artists, made a real movie and it was a gigantic success. But I think that, as it goes along, the originality that Stanley brought to things, that John Ford brought to things, are now third and fourth generation. I used to kid around about The Searchers. There’s a generation of young film-makers, all of whom make The Searchers as their first commercial film, they just call it something else. Then they name their first-born male child Ethan. It’s become the world of the remake.


I love Quentin Tarantino. He’s smart, I like talking to him, and I do think he’s original. There’s a thin line between theft and homage, though.


It’s not for nothing that he worked in a video store. He’s got remarkable energy, he’s very gifted. But the thing is – this is down memory lane, but there was a cultural difference with some of the film-makers in the late fifties, sixties and seventies. They were immensely interesting human beings. David Lean was an extraordinarily interesting guy. And Stanley is a remarkable man, engaged in a very complex life. Kazan, who I had the pleasure of working with on one film, was a remarkably interesting man. Even fringe people who would not be of the absolutely highest level of film achievement were fun lunches or dinners – they had a life. There was just a world of intense creativity that you felt that you were a part of – it was more than just highly evolved technique. I think that we’ve become incredibly insular now. Where do you find the support to live a life that is not utterly Hollywood-centric? It’s very hard if you’re living here. You become a citizen of the business. After leaving Warners, I tried to stay here for about a month. It was clear to me that it was utterly impossible. I remember going to sort of a farewell party held for me. A young actress came over to me, and she said, ‘Are you John Calley?’ I heard myself saying, not as a wisecrack, ‘I was.’ And I realized that I had identified myself to myself as this person that ran a movie studio. Divorced from that, I had no idea who I was. So I embarked upon a hunt for that person, to see who he might be.
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Mike Figgis: You’re an admirer of Kusturica’s Underground. Do you ever see anything coming out of American cinema that’s as powerful as that?


Paul Mazursky: Not lately. I thought it was fantastic, overwhelming. One can only imagine what would happen if Kusturica made a movie like that with financing that wanted to interfere. I don’t think the studios would make that kind of movie anyway. It’s surreal, crazy, wild. I haven’t seen anything like it in American cinema. He’s a wonderful director, I think. I don’t really know him, I had lunch with him once. He wouldn’t shorten Underground, and he couldn’t get a release here.


I think that they were asking for too much money when they wanted to sell it.


Yeah. He won the top prize at Cannes – it didn’t help at all. It was over three hours, I thought it was a little long.


I didn’t mind.


You know, we talk about how bad things are now if you’re operating within the system, because there seem to be six executives where there used to be one. One way or the other, everything I’ve made is within the system. I made films for major studios like Fox and Columbia and Universal. I didn’t have final cut, but I never really had interference. You’d have an intelligent conversation or two. Some of the executives were very smart, some not. But you took it for granted that in the end it would be your choice. That changed somewhere in the last seven or eight years.


Can you pinpoint it?


When the synergy thing happened – when the studios went ‘We also merchandise, and we sell Batman toys, and we have a world market and we have video and cable’. They put all that synergy together, they’re not worried about how much the picture cost, because they get the money back in many ways. But that makes them homogenize the thing to a degree that mostly it loses its soul. I don’t want to romanticize the good old days as if everything was fabulous. But it was better for the director, there’s no question about it. Every now and then, a film-maker comes along, and it validates that the talent is there. But have they lost the ability to just do it, and not worry about getting a deal with New Line or whoever? I was there for the first Sundance Festival, I presented the award to Soderbergh. That place is completely different now … What we do has become a business. And while it is part of a business because it costs money, it’s really about the gut. The pictures that most influenced me, even by Hollywood directors – they dealt with their instincts, their gut. I’m not asking all pictures to be like Fellini and De Sica and all those neo-realists who I love so much – but where are the William Wyler pictures? Where are the William Wellmans, the John Fords, even the Hitchcocks? It’s something else out there now. I don’t see a way to beat it, by the way – except not to do it.


Each generation has specific goals. How radically do you think the amounts of money now involved in film-making have changed the goals of people described as film-makers?


Well, clearly it’s changed it drastically because the price that half a dozen actors get now is more than five movies that I made. If a guy is getting fifteen or twenty million dollars, it’s clear that the studio has done a certain amount of research. They’re hoping they can achieve something. And they’ll let you know one way or the other whether they think you’re achieving it. I haven’t had many problems personally. But there seems to be a climate of greed and mistrust in the air, everyone’s got these horror stories. Last night I heard Norman Jewison say that being a director is like waiting. You’re waiting for a script, you’re waiting for a deal, you’re waiting for an actor to commit, you’re waiting for the caterer, you’re waiting for the sun, or the rain. And then when you’re finished, you think, ‘Okay, my waiting’s over.’ But now begins the waiting for what they really think about the picture. I just made this movie for HBO about Walter Winchell, and there was a certain amount of post-stress. Opinions. Some of their things I didn’t mind, I actually shot an additional scene or two and it was okay. But some of them were almost vulgar in their insane insistence on trying to change a line reading or a cut.


What’s on your mind when that happens?


I get angry. I think they’re crazy, they’re meddling. When you leave the room you don’t know what they really think. When the door closes, I want to be in the room, I want to hear what’s really going on, I want to have the Linda Tripp tapes! You get a little paranoid. You could leave the room and it’s, ‘What the fuck is wrong with him? Why doesn’t he listen?’ It was a little different in the old days. When I did pictures for Alan Ladd, it was really just Alan Ladd. He probably spoke to Gareth Wigan, his right-hand guy – and that’s it. There were no other opinions. Now, there’s a lot of people making points – maybe not with every director. You know, Mike, they’re not going to tell Stanley Kubrick that he doesn’t have two years to make the movie – they’re just not. I don’t know what they tell Marty Scorsese. But most people, they’re going to get in there a little bit. It’s their money.


It’s not their money. It doesn’t come out of their pockets.


No, no, but they’re responsible for the money. They’re making calls on things – ‘Okay, let’s green-light it. Cage gets twenty. This guy gets five, the other gets nine.’ It’s forty above before you even turn the thing. They budget it at eighty and they have to know it’s going to be at least a hundred. And then the prints and ads, they’re into a hundred and a quarter. You’d think they’d be worried. The studios are making fewer pictures, but the ones they’re making are more expensive. So they want to make pictures that can grab the brass ring, that can make the big, big number. So if you go into them with a small, intimate story … I hate the word ‘small’, by the way. People say, ‘Oh, it’s a small movie. It sounds so interesting.’ La Strada was not small.


But I’ve been going out with this one project now for four or five years. Pictures of Fiddleman – about this painter, Jewish-American, who fails badly in New York and ends up in Rome. It’s very funny, dark at times – a picaresque adventure. I had Nic Cage for three months, about three years ago – before this big stuff happened with him. And before we could consummate the whole thing, he had to take a picture to make some money. And that picture led to – boom-de-boom-de-boom. So I lost him. The Europeans would give me half the money, but the Americans all thought, you know, ‘It’s arty, we can’t make money with this. Even if you win Cannes, we have to put up seven, eight million dollars with prints and ads. It would have to make thirty. Pictures like that don’t make thirty.’ That kind of talk. You can’t argue with that. When you say to them, ‘Yeah, but you just made a movie for ninety which only made eleven’, they don’t care. They speak differently now, too. They use expressions like ‘the arc of the character’. Those are funny things.


I remember sitting around a boardroom table, listening to a twenty-eight-year-old ex-agent now-executive giving me notes on ‘character arc’. And my having sort of a vision of the person within me coming out, leaning across the table, grabbing him by the tie, head-butting him, breaking his nose. Do you ever have that?


I’ve had it a lot. Sometimes I’m very rude. I never actually walked out, I have to admit. I go, ‘Well, let me think about that.’ You just can’t believe you’re hearing it. It’s like the best training to be an executive is to be in ‘development’, whatever that means. Have you ever seen the development reports on any of your projects? I’ve seen a couple on mine. I don’t know how I got ’em, but I did. And some reader, probably fresh out of college, comments on what they think of the script, its commercial prospects and so on. It can be devastating.


How do you deal with that now? Given that it’s not going to go away, that system. And you still want to make your kind of films.


You never know what’s here to stay. But I always felt that Orwell’s 1984 came true around 1975. Big Brother had already come in. And now we’re all on the Internet of big business commerce. We’re tiny little creatures. You can’t let it get you down, you just have to keep pushing at what you do. You’ve found some interesting ways to battle it by trying to make these pictures cheaper. And I envy you. I have not been able to quite do that myself. How do I deal with this? I get very frustrated. I sometimes feel like I’m nuts. Why bother? I’ve made seventeen movies, some very good pictures. But they’re over. I can’t live on, oh, Enemies, A Love Story. I’m very glad I made it, I loved doing it. It’s just now I’m interested in telling whatever stories are around.


Was the Winchell film for HBO your project?


No, I didn’t write it. You’re just getting your chops in.


Director for hire?


Director for hire, sure. Of course they say, ‘We won’t bother you.’ And then you start casting, and you’ve agreed on maybe three parts. You talk to them, and suddenly you get some comments about the fourth and fifth parts. I say, ‘No, no, I want to use so-and-so.’ ‘Well, we’d really appreciate it if …’ They do a lot of that. You learn to live with it or you won’t do anything, frankly.


You know, these readers, these executives – they’re not evil, they’re not villains. But it’s like they’ve been cloned. They seem to be kind of Middle-American-Nice. They went to Barnard or Sarah Lawrence. They say, ‘We think the arc of the character is wonderful. We just wondered – in that scene, is there any way you could put an ADR line over that shot, which would say X-Y-Z?’ I say, ‘No, the guy’s mouth is right in the shot, you can’t do that.’ ‘I was just asking.’ I deliberately didn’t shoot certain things because of that.


What do you mean, you ‘deliberately didn’t’?


You don’t have much time to get a lot of coverage. You know, if I were covering the scene you and me are in now, sitting here – I’d get some kind of wide shot that sees both of us. I might even get the camera. But that’s it. Then I’ve got to go shoot another scene in the corridor. So it protects you in a way. I had the pleasure of knowing Vittorio de Sica a little. He used to cut in camera, so that no one would interfere with the movie. And they cut the thing together in two or three days. Buñuel did the same. Single takes.


But there’s a new breed of younger directors who think nothing of shooting with seven cameras. I mean, I’d love to have two. I heard a story the other day about a straightforward dialogue scene which was covered with thirty-four set-ups. I said, ‘How many ways can you shoot dialogue?’ And then you realize it’s entirely designed to facilitate choice in the editing room, rather than performance on the floor.


One cannot deny the influence of MTV – which maybe I’m responsible for, because I wrote the pilot for The Monkees, which Bob Rafelson’s company produced. Yeah – ‘Hey, hey, we’re the Monkees.’ That started this whole trend. MTV is the training ground for a lot of people who now make movies. And MTV is based on endless close-ups and moving shots, cutting them together.


The great news about that is that you now have an audience that is completely pissed off with blink editing.


I don’t know. You think they are?


I do. So when you give them a dynamic single take, they’re mesmerized, because to them it looks really fucking fresh.


I like long takes, personally. I like the behaviour of the actors when they relax and forget that they’re acting. I think the hardest thing to do is to throw out your own prejudices. Don’t be rigid, stay with the thing itself. It may take you down some road you didn’t even know about. Because until you shoot it, it’s really just an idea on paper.


Let’s talk about your working with Sven Nykvist. I’d like you to talk about ‘the creeping zoom’.


Sven did Willy and Phil. I met him in New York, he and Mia Farrow were sort of going together. And Mia had kind of saved his life. Sven’s son killed himself, and Sven got a job shooting Hurricane with Mia. She got him out of this funk, as much as a person could. So I met Sven at Mia’s mother’s – at Maureen O’Sullivan’s apartment. Of course, I was in awe of him. But he was very down-to-earth. He operated probably 50 per cent of the picture. And he wanted to make slight adjustments during the take, which he couldn’t tell me about until the take happened. They would involve ‘the creeping zoom’, at which he was a master. He would do the slightest pan and the slightest move at the same time, so that in a barely perceptible way, you’d get a tiny little bit closer. It was poetic – quite miraculous. And it violates what most operators are taught about making it crisp, clean, no movement – unless you’ve told them you want movement. There’s a lot of rules and regulations they all go by. They always report to you – ‘There’s this tiny bump, it’s almost imperceptible, boss,’ – when they call me ‘boss’ I know I’m in trouble – ‘but I just want to report it, so you know when you see the dailies …’


But you’d rather work with someone who has an instinct …?


I would like to. He doesn’t have to be an older cameraman. Maybe some of these young guys are that way.


I think they are. I just think they’re not often asked to be instinctive.


You know what I think would be a very good idea? Often you don’t have the cameraman long enough. Fool around, and let ’em shoot the rehearsals on video. Discuss it as if it’s dailies, say, ‘You know, why don’t you …?’ You might get that language going.


I had the opposite experience on a film. I shot the rehearsals on video, and I felt I wasn’t getting the camera move I wanted. I was back with 35 mm after working on 16, and I was really annoyed by the limitation of 35, the lack of fluidity. I had just bought my video camera and I had a little Steadicam thing for it. So I said, ‘I want the camera to go under this table, then up again.’ I shot it, camera in one hand and a portable monitor in the other, and I said, ‘Look at the monitor, this is what I want.’ But it can really piss people off – because you’ve demonstrated that it’s possible.


I think the thing though is to keep yourself open. So that if the cameraman says, ‘That’s great, but could we also try …?’, it’s a sketch. With a new cameraman, a new relationship, it takes a month to get close. Then the picture’s almost over. Close, in the real way that he’s fucking around the same as you are, trying things. Everyone’s so worried about the dailies, no one wants to make a mistake in a business which is very technical. But sometimes, if mistakes are good – they’re not mistakes. And usually you can do something over again if it’s a really big problem.


I’m going to ask you a couple of specific short questions. How often do you go to the movies?


About once a week. I alternate between going to a normal theatre and going to the Academy, or the Writers’ Guild. I prefer the seating in the Academy, very comfortable. And they have great projection – it’s wonderful to see your own picture up there. But I like going with real audiences. They prepare you for the reception of your own film. They don’t sit in stunned silence – they make noise, they get up and go to the bathroom, they eat. They can drive you crazy – particularly at a preview. But I mean, after the preview – go to see the picture. I’m sure you’ve done it.


Never. Do you rent videos?


Yes, a little bit. It’s not the same. You don’t give yourself up to it in the same way, because the phone will ring, and you go off it … I must have sent a hundred people to see Nights of Cabiria which played here in a new print. And all of them said, ‘It’s the best picture we’ve seen in years.’ Very simple-looking picture, none of the tricks. And a couple of out-of-focus moments, by the way.


What percentage of the films you see in a year would be non-American?


It used to be more than half. But it used to be that every eighteen months or so there’d be a Fellini, a Truffaut, a De Sica, a Kurosawa, a Godard, a Fassbinder. What’s the great one? Rocco and his Brothers – what’s his name? The big guy, does a lot of opera, he’s dead now. You’d get about twenty of those movies a year. We couldn’t produce that many great movies in this country – not in the last fifteen, twenty years. But we do things that they want. And Europe now wants English-speaking movies, if they can get them. With American stars. They want hits, they want Saving Private Ryan. And they don’t know how to do it themselves – not in a way that will sell internationally.


Do you think films affect people – really?


I think they do – because when I hear people talking, even about television, they seem genuinely animated in a way that they don’t seem to be about much else. ‘Did you see that?’ ‘I never laughed so much in my life!’ I think the really interesting question is, ‘Are the movies a reflection of the culture or do the movies influence the culture?’ I think they reflect the culture. I think the culture has become more brain-dead. It would seem to me that people don’t read nearly as much. I think that’s a serious problem.


Why?


Because the ideas that come from great books – not just novels but poetry and drama, whatever – you can fill your mind with your own images. A movie does it for you. Of course, when you see extraordinary movies it’s okay –


Why? What’s unique about an extraordinary movie?


It gives you – I don’t know what the Greek word is – a kind of ecstasy. It’s larger than your own experience, it takes you out of yourself, it moves you. Steven did it in the beginning of Saving Private Ryan. Twenty-five minutes that just took you –  you were right in there. Very rare. Nights of Cabiria, there’s a scene at the end where this pathetic little hooker has been subjected to a second beating and robbery. She’s really down and out, it’s over and she’s walking in this park. And it’s starting to get early morning. Some teenagers are singing and carousing, and she’s in despair, weeping. She sees them and they’re so full of life and youth and joy. And she just looks at them and makes that face … That took me into another place.


Prioritize the following four things – film, literature, painting, theatre – in terms of how important they are to the culture.


Whenever a sixteen-year-old tells me they’re desperately interested in cinema, my advice is always, ‘Don’t go to film school. Study fine arts, learn about literature, drama, history. Then find a way to go make some shorts, and you’ll learn about cinema.’ I didn’t start out wanting to be a film director.
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