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            Wes Interviews Walter (Mostly)

         

         A conversation between screenwriter and director Wes Anderson and Faber film editor Walter Donohue

         
            wes  Do you work from home?

            walter  I work out of an office.

            wes  But not the old office. The old office was on the edge of Soho, right? I was there, maybe, once. Twenty years ago?

            walter  The original office was in Russell Square. Then Faber moved to Queen Square, then Bloomsbury Square, around the corner from the original office. Now we’re in Clerkenwell.

            wes  Your apartment is in Shepherd’s Bush. You take the scooter onto the Tube. Remind me: how did you get into this line of work?

            walter  I always knew I wanted to be an actor.

            wes  I see.

            walter  Until I tried it and realised I was hopeless.

            wes  When did that happen?

            walter  During a production when I was in university.

            wes  In America?

            walter  The Catholic University of America in Washington. Then I went to the University of California at Davis.

            wes  My brother went there for part of his medical school or residency or something.

            walter  When I went there, the University of California had so much money they decided they wanted to upgrade Davis. So they set up a whole arts complex. They took the old cattle-judging pavilion – Davis was, basically, an agriculture school – and turned it into a Shakespeare-style theatre.

            wes  What year is this?

            walter  ’65 to ’67. viii

            wes  Shakespeare and Davis.

            walter  What happened was: I was in a production of Julius Caesar. I had three lines, and they couldn’t hear me in the front row. Never mind the back. Susan Sarandon was two years below me. Susan Anspach was in the same year. The actor playing Mark Antony was called Jack Miller. He was a graduate student. I came into the theatre one evening a bit early. Jack was on the stage rehearsing. ‘Friends, Romans, Countrymen.’ He was absolutely incredible. He spoke the verse with such an intensity, such an emotional reality. I thought: ‘I could never, ever, ever, ever do that.’ I mean, when you’re growing up in New Jersey and you get obsessed with movies, all you see is the actors, you know?

            wes  Of course! If you want to be a part of it, you want to be one of them.

            walter  Jack then went to Los Angeles, and for some reason he changed his name to Jason, and then he was in The Exorcist.

            wes  And his son is Jason Patric.

            walter  And his wife was Jackie Gleason’s daughter, Linda, who was two years ahead of me.

            wes  Jason Patric is so good in After Dark, My Sweet. He reminds us of Montgomery Clift.

            walter  That’s what his father was like at that age.

            wes  And he wrote That Championship Season.

            walter  He stopped being an actor for some reason and became a playwright. Then he died quite young. Anyway, I decided, if I couldn’t be an actor, I would design costumes. I started working in the costume department, making armour. As an exercise, I designed some costumes for As You Like It. And the teacher who designed the costumes for the productions said, ‘It’s fine, but there’s no feeling. No feeling for the play. You just did some clothes.’ OK. Can’t be an actor. Can’t be a designer. Then, in the last year, I had to direct a short play, and everyone said, ‘That’s something you can do. There’s an originality to it.’

            wes  You can do this.

            walter  I could. I could.

            wes  Interested in the whole thing, but not necessarily gifted at one thing or the other.

            walter  Yes. But, you know, at that age – and you must have felt this when you were doing Bottle Rocket – you just go riding on instinct. ix

            wes  Whatever you can do.

            walter  You make decisions; and, if someone challenges you, you say, ‘Well, it feels right.’

            wes  I had a funny moment when we were doing our short film of Bottle Rocket. I had done little short films with my brothers and our friends. But suddenly we had some outsiders involved. You know, it’s me and Owen and Luke Wilson, but also some professional people. And we had a moment when we were shooting this scene, and the cameraman, who was our friend but who was a working cameraman, said, ‘That’s not correct.’ And he changed my shot. He moved the camera himself. And he said, ‘All right, action.’ And he started filming. And I just sat slightly stunned for a moment. But after forty-five seconds, they reached a point in the scene where they couldn’t get it right. They started to get confused. And I came back in: ‘You do this. You do this. When he tries to take the thing, you have to really not let him do it. If he doesn’t stop you, then you’re going to do it. Do it for real. Unless he really stops you, you’re going to do it. And now you: you’ve got to really stop him this time.’ I feel that, maybe if I hadn’t known how to help in that moment, my whole life would have gone in a different direction. I mean, I love Barry Braverman. The cameraman. Barry won’t be annoyed if I say this. But, for a moment, Barry was grumpy and frustrated and started to take over, and me not letting him take over was only because I knew what to do and say – and I fixed it! Lucky for me.

            walter  But it must also be partly that you suddenly recognised what that scene should be, even if it had been written in a certain way.

            wes  Well, no. We all knew enough about the scene already. They were missing how to do a very simple bit of business. It wasn’t about what the scene should be. It was about this little bit of business that doesn’t work if you don’t do it right. It was my chance to say, ‘I can tell you how to do that.’ What took you from Davis to London?

            walter  The Vietnam War.

            wes  Talk about that.

            walter  As I was finishing up my master’s degree in California, I learned about some kind of Fulbright scholarship. They would pay for you to go study abroad. However, to apply for the grant, you had to already be accepted at a British institution. The University of Bristol was the only one at that time which had a proper theatre course. I got accepted, but then I didn’t get the grant. So I thought, well, forget about that. Which I did. And at the end of my course, I was accepted as an assistant director at the Arena Stage in Washington. Then the Vietnam War escalated. You see, normally, in those days, as soon as you xturned eighteen, you had to register for the draft. Until then, it didn’t mean anything. Well, suddenly it did mean something. So I decided I’d better stay in college. Maybe I would go to University of Southern California and learn to be a film editor. I have no idea why. But they said no. They were all full up. Then I suddenly remembered I’d been accepted at Bristol. So I contacted them and said, ‘Do you still want me?’ And, somehow, I got a grant from the DuPont people, and off I went. (Five of my fellow classmates were drafted, and two were killed over there. So it was a matter of life and death.) I got accepted for the course because the head of the department was writing a book about medieval theatre, and he needed someone to do research. So I did all the research, but my head was still in the world of making theatre, so I started directing little plays with the students. There was a canteen area which was only occupied at lunchtime. We used it to rehearse and perform our plays.

            wes  Did you make a friend? In Bristol.

            walter  I shared a flat with someone doing a master’s degree in directing. He’s the one who most of my career coincided with. Howard Davies.

            wes  Talk about the little plays.

            walter  One of my productions was based on one that La MaMa had done in New York about Thomas Paine. I was influenced by a man named Charles Marowitz, who was from New York and a critic. He was hired by the Royal Shakespeare Company to work with Peter Brook exploring some of the ideas of Antonin Artaud and the Theatre of Cruelty. Their work eventually culminated in Marat/Sade. A very physical, new kind of theatre for British audiences. Anyway, after Marat/Sade, Marowitz carried on with his own projects, most notably with an experimental version of Hamlet. He set up his own theatre, The Open Space, in a basement on Tottenham Court Road. On Sunday evenings they often brought in shows for one night, and I contacted him about my production of Tom Paine, asking if he would give us one of his Sunday platforms. We did it, and months later, when my time at the university was finishing, and I was about to return to America, I was contacted by the woman running Marowitz’s company to see if I was interested in a job as Marowitz’s assistant. I never left England.

            wes  Here we go. Off and running. I remember you did a Sam Shepard.

            walter  Sam was doing this play in America, Cowboy Mouth.

            wes  Patti Smith.

            walter  Patti Smith. They wrote that play together, and the two of them acted in it. It was about a couple who want to be rock-and-roll stars. The play ends xiwith Sam’s character attacking the apartment they’re in. But what happened on the last night of the show was: Sam completely demolished the entire set.

            wes  This was in New York.

            walter  This was at La MaMa in New York in 1971. He freaked out, decided he couldn’t take it anymore, destroyed the scenery, packed up his bags, and took his wife, O-Lan, and his son, Jesse, and came to London to live. I think Sam knew about Marowitz from the articles Marowitz wrote when he was a critic in New York. So when Sam got to London, he brought this new play to him, who accepted it for production at The Open Space theatre with Charles as the director and me as his assistant.

            wes  That’s which play?

            walter  The Tooth of Crime. Charles blocked the play in a week, and then went off to Scandinavia to direct a production of his experimental Hamlet. In his absence, I continued the work he had been doing on the production. I asked Sam to come in and see how the production was evolving. I said, ‘I’m going to run through what we’ve done for you.’ So I was sitting next to him, and I got to the second scene, and Sam said, ‘Why are they doing that? Why is he walking away from everybody?’ And I said, ‘Well, that’s how Charles thought it ought to go.’ He said, ‘He shouldn’t be shouting. He’s walking away.’ Marowitz hadn’t listened to Sam’s input. Sam saw the next scene, and he said, ‘This is terrible. I’m leaving.’ I said, ‘No, you’re sitting down. We’re going to watch every single scene. And you’re going to tell me what’s wrong, and we’re going to make it right.’ So we did that.

            wes  You started directing it.

            walter  Well, we decided to jettison what Marowitz had done. We went back to the beginning, and worked through the play, guided by Sam. We spent a whole week getting it right. Then, when Charles returned, he jettisoned what we had done, and restored his original blocking. He changed it all back. During the previews it became clear to everyone that Marowitz had pushed the play in the wrong direction. I went back to work with the actors trying to restore how Sam saw the play again – but it was too late, and the whole thing became something we all just had to endure. During his time in London, there were good productions of his other plays at theatres like the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs.

            wes  Did you work with Sam again later?

            walter  Yes, I did. When my old flatmate Howard became a director at the Bristol Old Vic, he convinced the head of the company to turn the rehearsal xiiroom into a theatre space (which he called the New Vic) dedicated to doing contemporary work, and he asked me to come join him for a six-months series of plays. Among the plays were Edward Bond’s Narrow Road to the Deep North which Howard directed; and I circled back to The Tooth of Crime. Later, I was also involved in a production of Cowboy Mouth at another small space in London. It was just me, Sam, and the two actors this time. It wasn’t a question of the play being directed. The production was created by the four of us.

            wes  Who were your players?

            walter  Just a British actor. A man named Donald Sumpter.

            wes  He’s in The Phoenician Scheme.

            walter  What? Donald Sumpter is in The Phoenician Scheme?

            wes  That brings us back to our supposedly original subject matter. It’s good I didn’t just let it go. ‘Just a British actor.’ Well, fifty-something years later: Donald Sumpter is in The Phoenician Scheme. Who’s the other actor?

            walter  She didn’t have much of a career. It’s a small world.

            wes  I think it takes a big world to have that kind of coincidence. You’ve got to go all the way around it. It’s got to circle across. What an interesting sphere of theatre you lived in.

            walter  There was a sense of excitement about it. Not just the plays, but the young actors we attracted. However, the project in Bristol lost money and was shut down. Howard resigned and faced starting at the bottom again. He got a job as an assistant director at the Royal Shakespeare Company and rapidly rose within the company. When he eventually reached a position of authority, he suggested to the head of the company, Trevor Nunn, that they should set up a small theatre that would do new plays. Trevor, to his credit, agreed – if Howard could find a space and produce a convincing business plan. He succeeded in both. The space was the Donmar lighting equipment warehouse. Howard christened this new theatre The Warehouse Theatre. It’s now known as the Donmar. Howard soon found that he didn’t have time to read all the new plays that came pouring in, so he asked me to join him in this venture as a kind of literary manager. I spent three years in this capacity, though, ironically, the production that was the highlight of my time there was the Ian McKellen/Judi Dench stripped-down production by Trevor Nunn of Macbeth. The moment that I’m most proud of was the reading of the transcript of the trial of the South African activist Steve Biko, A Miserable and Lonely Death. We set up a Sunday-night event at The Warehouse with the RSC actors reading the transcript of the xiiitrial. At the end of the evening, Ian McKellen recited the names of all who had died in incarceration. What was startling was: he had memorised them. The names of every single one who had died, with perfect pronunciation of each one. It was one of the most moving experiences that I’ve had in the theatre. Eventually, I got into a disagreement with the RSC management and resigned. Fortunately, the newly born Channel 4 was looking for an assistant for the drama editor, so I moved from theatre into film. Why aren’t we talking about your movie, by the way?

            wes  I would rather talk about the course and trajectory of Walter Donohue’s theatrical life than about this screenplay, which people can read if they wish.

            walter  I’m sure people think about your work, ‘Well, where do the ideas come from?’ Because they’re all different. They’re also very individual.

            wes  Some people – Elmore Leonard or P. G. Wodehouse or Georges Simenon or Roald Dahl – just start moving the pencil and something happens. Dickens! That’s very rare. The rest of us wander around with some kind of butterfly nets.

            walter  I remember at one point Paul Auster said to me, when he was writing one of his novels, that the first scene was a man and his dog walking up the street. And his intention was: at the crossing, the man with the dog is going to go that way, and the novel is going to go the other way and leave him behind. But what happened when he got there on the page? He stayed with the man.

            wes  And his dog.

            walter  The more I read The Phoenician Scheme, the more I thought, ‘How did you keep it all in your head?’ The complicated thing isn’t so much the making of it, but the imagining of it.

            wes  I’ll mention one thing about the movie. Some real people who were, at least, intended to be inspirations. A tycoon named Árpád Plesch. Some intriguing details there. His collections. Esoteric pornography. He wrote a book about botany. Also: first, he married his first wife; next, he married her daughter. Onassis. Niarchos. Agnelli. Calouste Gulbenkian. You know who that is? He’s known as ‘Mr. 5%’. He sort of monetised the exploitation of the fossil fuels underneath the entirety of the Middle East and other regions. The complexity or complicatedness of our script comes from the complexity of his business dealings and the complicatedness of his family dynamics. The conflicts and evolution of both. His son, Nubar Gulbenkian, worked for him for some years. And finally, when the father refused to reimburse the son for the cost of a sandwich – maybe from the Ritz Hotel on Piccadilly, a good kitchen, a xivgood sandwich, I think, because Nubar liked good things – when the bill was bounced back by his father, he sued him for ten million pounds sterling. And they had a protracted legal battle. They never had a deep falling out, but they had intense conflicts. And Nubar was, I believe, cut out of his father’s estate, but he made his own fortune. They were Armenian. From Turkey. But Nubar went to Harrow, and he became an Englishman. His car here was a custom-built London taxi with cane siding. Cane, like the chair you’re sitting in right now. His quote about it: ‘It’s an excellent car. It can turn on a sixpence, whatever that is.’ In the end, our character isn’t even a composite of them. He’s somebody else entirely. But the real men did spark something.

            walter  How did you find actors who could play basketball?

            wes  Well, they’re American. They can dribble, at least.

            walter  What’s the theme of the story, if it has one?

            wes  I think, maybe: money.
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