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vii
            Nine or Ten Things I Wanted to Know

about The French Dispatch

            A conversation between

Wes Anderson and Walter Donohue

         

         
            1 Where and when was the seed of the film planted? (Meaning, your interest in a literary journal as the basis for a movie.)

            In Texas, when I was a teenager. Reading the New Yorker magazine in my school library and wondering what they were talking about.

     It has been on the back burner for years and years, though, because I wasn’t really coming up with any ideas for something that might actually happen at a magazine. But then I started thinking maybe the magazine in the movie might be more like a container for stories on other subjects. Which is what a magazine is, I suppose.

            2 Where did the adventure begin? (Writing the movie.)

            The story for this one I worked out with Roman Coppola, Hugo Guinness, and Jason Schwartzman. Hugo and I spent more time on the one about the painter. Roman and Jason and I wrote the one about the chef when we were in Italy. We all know Bill Murray, so we all had him in mind for Howitzer from the start. We figured out the Sazerac story (with Owen Wilson) at a wonderful old hotel in Rhode Island. On the seashore in winter.

            3 Are there precedents for this kind of portmanteau film that you had in mind from the start? (Is it cinematic to make a movie that is actually several movies? Or is it more like television in the end?)

            The very best (to me) of the anthology-type movies are the ones that were made by one director. I like some of the individual shorts in the sixties omnibus films – like the Fellini short in the Poe collection (‘Toby Dammit’ in Spirits of the Dead) or the Pollet story in Paris vu par …. But my real favorites are: Vittorio De Sica’s The Gold of Naples and Max Ophüls’ Le Plaisir.

     I don’t really know if it makes them more like TV episodes, but hopefully if your episodes are good enough, it doesn’t necessarily make any difference? viii

            4 A friend of mine is a painter and I’ve watched as the final abstract work has slowly emerged from a figurative representation. Is this why Simone is so essential to Rosenthaler’s work?

            The character of Simone in our story is sort of the crucial figure. Without her, nothing happens. The wisdom and the direction all comes from Simone.

            5 Can you describe how you and Sandro Kopp worked together to create the paintings? How did you find the words to articulate something that was abstract?

            I think I just sort of looked at what he did and tried to help him keep working on it. Step by step. Sometimes it helps to just have somebody there to say, “Try this.” Because it might lead in any direction. I love what Sandro made for our story. He was good casting, I think.

     He was also Tony Revolori’s right hand. Literally. For all the shots of the young Moses Rosenthaler painting pictures, Sandro’s arm is reaching into the frame, replacing Tony’s.

            6 Would the impact of the paintings have been the same if the story had been shot in color?

            It was the Emile de Antonio movie Painters Painting – which I love – that sug gested to me the idea to shoot only the paintings in color. Because he did that. I think, in his case, it might have been to save money on film stock for the interview parts of his film – but it is a beautiful effect. And it is such an interesting movie.

     ALSO: Brian De Palma’s short documentary of an opening of op art at the Museum of Modern Art – The Responsive Eye – in the mid-sixties. I love it, too.

            7 What was it about May ’68 that made you choose that time as the context of the second story? Is it a product of all the time you’ve spent in Paris? Is there a personal connection?

            Mavis Gallant. That was the inspiration. Her experience of May ’68 as a foreigner in Montparnasse: that especially engaged me. Our apartment in Paris is less than a block from where she lived, and I love her descriptions of the neighborhood. I love her voice and her analysis in general: clear, sharp, sometimes even bluntly judgemental – but with deep feeling and understanding. She listens, and her opinions are her own. She sees the young people not how they see themselves, not how their parents see them. She is amused, annoyed, rolls her eyes, and really does love and admire them.

            ix8 How did the actual menu for the kidnappers’ supper emerge? (I’m not eating radishes anymore.)

            I think, maybe, it is all a kind of twist on A. J. Liebling – but for the police.

            9 How did you devise the arrangement of the dishes so as to justify Nescaffier’s reputation as a chef par excellence?

            This was really Roman’s area. He worked on each shot, each dish, to make it come to life. Our food is a bit conceptual. His cooking is more like pyrotechnics.

            10 What is your favorite newsroom movie?

            His Girl Friday. One of my favorites.

     BUT: we also love Lewis Milestone’s The Front Page which, as you know, remakes it in advance.
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         1

         
             

         

         INSERT:

         The proof-print (fresh from the press, with crop marks and registration-X’s) of an obituary in the Declines and Deaths Section of a weekly newspaper magazine supplement. A line-drawing depicts an inkpot tipped over spilling a pool of black.

         TITLE:

         
            Memorial

            “Editor-in-Chief Dead at 75” by the Editorial Staff

         

         INSERT:

         A caricature of a tall, bald, pudgy, bespectacled man with a pencil tucked over his ear. Caption: “Arthur Howitzer, Jr. Son of a newspaper publisher, founder of this magazine. (B: 1900, D: 1975.)”

         EXT. STREET CORNER. DAY

         An ash-blackened (like every facade in this French city), five story, brick and stone building of flats and bureaux. It lists slightly to one side. A welded metalwork sign across the upper floor reads: “The French Dispatch (of the Liberty, Kansas Evening Sun)”. Down below, at street level: the magazine’s delivery dock and, directly adjacent, a narrow, bustling boîte with a neon Bar «Tabac» Journaux suspended over its striped canopies. Métro station: Printer’s District.

         A voice (American, female, scholarly) begins:

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            It began as a holiday.

         

         CUT TO:

         A serving tray on a lazy-Susan. It twists left and right, back and forth, as it fills rapidly with: a demi-tasse, coffee in a tiny pitcher, and hot milk in a creamer; a half-bottle of cold white wine, perspiring; a crimson colored cocktail one finger deep; a short-stemmed glass of amber aperitif; a jigger of off-black digestif (which gets an egg cracked into it, two jolts of spicy sauce, and a raw oyster carefully slid from its half-shell); a small chocolate sundae; Coke in a bottle; a box of cigarettes with a book of matches; and a little glass of water with an effervescent tablet dropped in, fizzing.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            Arthur Howitzer, Jr, college freshman, eager to escape a bright future on the Great Plains, convinced his father 2 (proprietor of the Liberty, Kansas Evening Sun) to fund his trans-Atlantic passage as an educational opportunity to learn the family business through the production of a series of travelogue columns to be published for local readers in the Sunday “Picnic” magazine.

         

         The tray booms up and sails, glass rattling but swift and sure, away from camera on the suspended palm and fingertips of a skilled waiter in a black waistcoat and long, white apron.

         EXT. REAR COURTYARD. DAY

         The cour of the same building. A pressboard outhouse; a coal bin; sheaves of pulp-paper; a pile of rinds, crusts, and peels; and a pack of pubescent schoolboys in capes, caps, and short trousers who eat smushed éclairs and poke balloon-sticks at a sleeping derelict. The café’s rear door bangs open, the boys scatter, and our waiter emerges. In a wide, vertical frame, he speedily ascends (via three staircases, two catwalks, and a ladder) while the obituary continues:

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            Over the next ten years, he assembled a team of the best expatriate journalists of his time and transformed “Picnic” into “The French Dispatch”: a factual weekly report on the subjects of world politics, the arts (high and low), fashion, fancy cuisine/fine drink, and diverse stories of human-interest set in faraway quartiers. He brought the world to Kansas.

         

         EXT. SERVICE STAIRS. DAY

         A landing at the top floor. A cardboard hangs from a nail on the door: “Silence! Writers Writing”. The waiter pulls a chain-latch, bumps the door with a cocked hip, backs inside, then downs the bicarbonate of soda before kicking the door shut with a thwack.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            His writers line the spines of every good American library.

         

         MONTAGE:

         An office filled with stacked art books and clippings, walls push-pinned top to bottom with postcards of modern art: an unseen woman drapes a negligée over a dressing-screen. 3

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            Berensen.

         

         An office stocked with neatly organized galoshes, walking sticks, hats, raincoats, boots, cameras, binoculars, notebooks, maps, and an upside-down bicycle with a flat tire: a man on a footstool, half off-screen, rummages on the top of a supply cabinet.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            Sazerac.

         

         A Spartan, white office with only a pine desk and an oak chair: a seated woman, back to camera, smokes.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            Krementz.

         

         An office over-decorated in scarlet, lavender, and chartreuse with a marble torso of Adonis: a pair of espadrilled feet stick into view propped up at the end of a chintz daybed.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            Roebuck Wright.

         

         In the Press Room: a former-quarterback in rolled up shirt-sleeves, hat tilted back, corrects copy in longhand with his right hand while typing forty words per minute with his left.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            One reporter known as the best living writer in quality of sentences per minute.

         

         In the File Room: a freckly string-bean loiters, laughing to himself, as he reads a thesaurus and eats crackers.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            One who never completed a single article but haunted the halls cheerily for three decades.

         

         In a formal garden (spectacularly in bloom): a tall Calcuttan in dark sunglasses listens, nods, and takes notes with a braille slate and stylus as a teenage, feminine amanuensis whispers in his ear.

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            One privately blind writer who wrote keenly through the eyes of others.

         

         At a chalkboard: a proofreader with her hair in a bun parses a sentence. (”They will fail to notice, under the corner of a threadbare rug, the torn ticket-stub for an unclaimed hat which 4 sits alone on the upper shelf of a cloakroom in a bus depot on the outskirts of the work-a-day town where Nickerson and his accomplices were apprehended.”)

         
            EDITORIAL STAFF (V.O.)

            The uncontested crackerjack of grammatical expertise.

         

         INSERT:

         A right hand traces a left hand with a long calligraphy brush, then sets to work quickly converting the outline into a gobbling but very stylish turkey.
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