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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO:




 





Masochists with chipped halos who are dreaming of becoming directors. Watch out.


Your dreams may turn into nightmares and you’ll wake up screaming and nobody will hear you and you’ll be all alone with your misery. Success is a heavy cross to bear and if you’re lucky you’ll be carrying it on a treadmill going fast nowhere on a dead-end street.




 





Walk the plank,


it’s narrow and steep


The chasm below


is full of sheep


Look for the peaks


the far beyond


The brave will reap


peace of mind.




 





AND TO:




 





Anthony Slide, a walking film encyclopedia who walks tall and straight through its labyrinth of prevarications. Dan Symmes, among his other gifts a wizard of stereoscopy. Ronald Lipking, the King of havoc in front and behind the camera, who wields his pen dipped in vitriol and Margueritas and listens with a smile. And Walter Donohue, a master gardener in the field of literature too and a full-time brain surgeon with words.






















Foreword





The name Andre de Toth immediately brings to mind the image of a one-eyed director at work on the most famous of all 3D films, House of Wax. Yet that is very much a fraudulent image in that House of Wax, while underscoring Andre’s long-term interest in the 3D genre, is not representative of his career, and the notion of the one-eyed director as king, while appealing – director Bertrand Tavernier has linked de Toth to John Ford and Raoul Walsh as one of the great one-eyed directors – suggests a limiting quality to a career which was anything but.


After what for most people would be several lifetimes of adventure, more exciting than most escapist film fare, Andre de Toth began his directorial career in his native Hungary in 1939. In the course of a few months he produced five feature films, all happily preserved in the Hungarian film archives and all in urgent need of re-evaluation. He did not make a particularly auspicious start to his Hollywood career, directing, in 1943, a typical Columbia adventure yarn titled Passport to Suez. After that most directors would have settled for a cozy niche, making safe and bland program pictures. Not Andre de Toth. He followed Passport to Suez with a stunning anti-Nazi drama, None Shall Escape (1944), which went against the grain of accepted contemporary film industry practices by depicting in harsh and realistic documentary-style flashbacks the crimes of a Nazi commandant in a Polish village. The film was prescient not only in forecasting the creation of the United Nations, but also in breaking down racial barriers and showing for the first time on American screens a jury which was not wholly white.


None Shall Escape was realism presented in a situation of classic melodrama. It was a precursor of film noir, at which Andre de Toth was to prove himself adept with Dark Waters (1944), Pitfall (1948) and Crime Wave (1954). These and other films were noteworthy for what the distinguished critic Andrew Sarris has described as the director’s ‘understanding of the instability and outright treachery of human relationships’. They also reveal the director’s often negative outlook on life; as he once put it: ‘Life is goddam black, and I photograph life.’


From film noir, Andre quickly became engrossed in another classic American film genre, the Western, beginning with the much praised Ramrod (1947), and embracing a series of Randolph Scott vehicles. The latter were everything Saturday matinée Westerns should not be, with their intelligent plotlines and adult themes. In the 1950s and 1960s, Andre de Toth became increasingly concerned with the depiction of men in action, men at war – in many respects, a natural progression from his Westerns. Typical of such films are Monkey on my Back (1957) and Play Dirty (1968). Both illustrate the director’s continued demand, nay insistence, on realism, and both displayed, yet again, an unwillingness to compromise with the established standards of the film industry. Monkey on my Back showed for the first time the reality of a junkie giving himself a fix, while Play Dirty was concerned with the anti-heroes of war, turning script requirements about face by killing off its leading men.


Andre de Toth never made a comedy, yet at the same time there is black humor in his films, and one would be hard pressed to find more witty dialogue than that between Jane Wyatt and Dick Powell in the opening scenes of Pitfall. He has never made a musical, and, I suspect, that is the one genre which might defeat him. Its escapist form would easily clash with Andre’s non-romantic view of life. At the same time, it is worth noting that the last of de Toth’s Hungarian films, Semmelweis, contains at least one musical number and has at times a frothy and light-hearted quality which might not show him as a great director but does, if nothing else, demonstrate his ability, even in the early years, to function as a technician. He is a film-maker who thoroughly understands all aspects of his craft, even if he is sometimes at odds with the project.


A casual glance at Andre de Toth’s credits might suggest that his career ended with Play Dirty in 1968, but, of course, that is far from true. His career is a long way from over. He became heavily involved in production and writing, areas of film-making which were nothing new to him, and also put his unique talents to work in directing the action sequences of such memorable productions as Lawrence of Arabia and the Superman series. Like few others in the industry, he is not fixated with the notion of credit, and just as he refused acknowledgement for his contributions in the 1940s to Jungle Book (1942), Since You Went Away (1944) and others, he has not sought public recognition for his more recent directorial achievements.


Here is a remarkable life and a remarkable career, embracing virtually every aspect of film-making, and a career that is truly international in scope. What other director can claim to have made major films in the United States, the United Kingdom, Hungary, Germany, Spain, Denmark, Libya, Austria, Italy, Yugoslavia, Morocco … the list goes on and on. The term Renaissance Man is often thrown around and applied to many to whom it is not appropriate. But as my conversation with Andre de Toth progressed, I began to understand further his contribution not only to film but also to other artistic forms, notably painting and sculpture. It became obvious to me, and should also be obvious to the reader, that here is a genuine twentieth-century Renaissance Man, an uncompromising iconoclast in a world which seems all too happy to accept at worst the mediocre and at best the ordinary.


But our conversation does more than contribute to a better understanding of Andre de Toth’s life and career. Perhaps more importantly it focuses on Andre’s directorial techniques as applied to individual films and in a general sense. His approach to film-making is anything but pretentious. He knows what he wants and he works to get it. I do not believe any other director has discussed the practicality of film-making in such a straightforward manner. There is not student of film production who will not learn something from reading this book.


When I published my reference work The American Film Industry: A Historical Dictionary, I dedicated it to Andre de Toth because his ‘films and attitude represent what I like best about the American film industry’. The foregoing words indicate that my enthusiasm has not dimmed. A reading of this book will, hopefully, encourage new generations of students and film buffs to seek out the works of Andre de Toth – and I have no doubt that they also will join me in saluting a great American film-maker.




 





Anthony Slide    


1996    
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Andre de Toth with Hooked, a testimonial of the living dead (Vatican Museum).

























1. The Director





SLIDE: What is your definition of a director?


DE TOTH: Before even attempting to answer that, I’d like to clear up a couple of points.


Whoever is reading this book – if you think that you will discover the secret of being a director, you are wasting your time. Time is something you can never recover, so put the book down. Now.


I may disappoint you in other ways, too. I am not going to brag about the famous people I met or had luncheon with; which stars I had the fortune or misfortune of working with, whom I screwed or who screwed me – all of whom were crazy about me, of course.


No gossip. No bullshit. No bragging about how indispensable I was.


I wasn’t.


Had I time, I would feel sorry for those who think they are.


But what I will tell you is how I feel about making films. I’ll try to undress in front of you, to reveal the love of my life, my addiction to making images, creating people who come to life on the screen – a screen of any size, in any format. I’ll tell the truth as I see it on celluloid or in bronze. OK? Now shoot.


Yes, fine, but you didn’t answer my original question – what is your definition of a director?


That’s a hairy question, and you know it. The director should be an oppressor, a father confessor, a benevolent dictator, a psychologist, a psychiatrist, a chiropractor, because you have to bend those before and behind the camera and it hurts ’em sometimes.


The director is someone who doesn’t care about being loved or hated, who cares only about reaching the goal he/she has set, and who relentlessly follows what he/she is focused on, what he/she is trying to tell within that, and only that, particular frame.


It’s so easy to go astray. The director has to understand the truth of the scene, the truth of the characters involved. He has to understand and accept the fact that good directors don’t have to ‘direct’. If the characters he/she wants to create on the screen are real, they (‘the actors’) will automatically follow the characters’ instincts and impulses as they would follow their own in life.


Don’t act it on the screen, LIVE IT!


The director has to make the actor understand the character: who they are, not who they are supposed to be. They must be real, human – or inhuman – beings. Then the danger of over-directing is gone. The most important thing of all – put the drama in front of the camera, not behind it. The only place for the drama is on the screen and not along the way. Watch those who spend more time dramatizing than solving their existing, their imaginary – or worse – their self-made difficulties. But have a heart, be kind and relieve them of their suffering. Fire them.


That’s all. It’s easy. THE DIRECTOR DOESN’T HAVE TO WORK. I’m lazy; I never worked a day in my life. Maybe that’s the reason why I am in love with this whole mess of movie-making.


You mentioned the character the actor creates, which brings up the question of the relationship between the screenwriter and the director.


Right.


Because the screenwriter, of course, would say, ‘I created the characters.’


That is at the core of the terrible petty jealousy I hate even to talk about. There’s no writer, there is no director. Who came first: the chicken or the egg? You solve it. I don’t care. The important thing for me is the meal. What does it matter which came first, as long as you have a good meal.


The writer is the one who puts the characters onto paper. True. Now, is he/she the chicken, or is he/she the egg? You tell me. But don’t forget, neither a good, fine chicken nor a good egg can cook itself. Ultimately, the director is the one who is in charge of the meal, he is the chef. Of course, a lousy chef can screw up a meal. That’s for sure. But on the other hand, a good, an UNDERSTANDING chef can make a delicious meal out of an old hen, or create a great soufflé out of not AAAAAAA-grade eggs.


The director is in complete control of what ultimately ends up on the screen. But if just putting the script on the screen is directing, then only pharmacists should be directing; they know best how to make up prescriptions.


Rhythm, pacing, movement can change the characters, the core of the film. The same script under two different, strong directors would be two totally different films. Like the same landscape painted by different masters – let’s say Renoir, Cezanne, or Van Gogh. They would feel the light, see the shadows – all of which are made by the same sun at the same moment for every one of them – but in totally different ways. Don’t ever forget – if you are crazy enough to want to be a movie director – you are supposed to make motion pictures, PICTURES, to create IMAGES on the screen. Thus the cameraman (the image), the editor (the rhythm) are just as important as the writer. All of us together are the film. But the director should have the control of the process, which is, I admit, sometimes unfortunate for the story. 
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Put the drama in front of the camera – where it belongs.
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Whether the drama is in front or behind the camera, it makes no difference – the writer feels he/she is the only loser.








Some writers may strongly disagree with that. And it’s wonderful that more and more writers are getting the chance to direct their own material. But it’s wonderful only if they also possess THAT MYSTIC TALENT a director has to have. And that YOU CAN’T LEARN.


When directing, writers should forget their screenplay, but never its aim. Words are only part of the power available to the director. We are, or are supposed to be, anyway, making ‘motion pictures’, making images.


The right image alone, without a word, can project the thought, the mood, the feeling of the character. The wrong image can obliterate the essence of the scene and, unwantedly, clash with the mood.


Sometimes, silence can tell more than the best dialogue. The blending of images with tempo, with rhythm, is the art, the magic of motion-picture-making. It can’t be mechanical; you feel it or you don’t. Technical perfection can’t replace it.


And that can never be put into a script, onto paper – that movement which can change the character, the story. An instruction in the screenplay, ‘slow’ or ‘fast’, is not enough; the speed, the atmosphere, the orchestrated rhythm of the scene, of the whole motion picture as one image – these have to saturate the director. He has to understand the characters, feel their heartbeat. All those complex emotions required on both sides of the camera cannot be put into the screenplay.


The screenplay gives an overall feeling, yes, on paper. The director has the task of bringing it to life. How true that life will be is the director’s task.


Before getting onto the set, there are so many little things that can happen which make all the difference. The moment of creation for the director starts when he/she crawls inside the characters, and together, as one, they bust the shackles of the paper and step into real life. Observe the actors/actresses. Are they fast or slow movers by nature? Which would fit the character whose life they’ll have to live on the screen? It would make life easier to know how the actors/actresses see the character. What would be their own reaction to the situation into which the writer has dumped them? Many times, their own evaluation of the situation is much better than that of the complaining genius who wrote it.


There’s a certain power in the moment of creation. And as a director, you have to – I always emphasize – feel that magic moment. If you don’t, then you are not doing justice to the characters. And to your title, ‘director’.


Work with those characters, live with those characters. The director writes with a camera. The writer writes words with a pencil, or a typewriter, or a computer, or whatever. It’s a different art from writing with images – with the camera, with light.


The character is the ultimate. There is no director and there is no writer. There’s only one idea, one story, which they put on the screen together as one. It’s always ‘they’. It’s just like that World War II fighter plane, the old P-51, the Mustang. It was built by a North American, designed by a Dutch engineer, instigated and named by the British, but, ultimately, it was flown by ‘a pilot’. In the air, in combat, it was his plane. In the same great machinery one gets killed, one survives, one becomes an ace, or an ass. That same machinery is your script, and that can crash too. And how! Now, don’t ask me about the other contributors. A good pilot wouldn’t take off if the plane didn’t check out. OK. Planes with good pilots still crash. True. Nothing is foolproof. Thank God. It would be a dull world and we wouldn’t learn.


How closely do you try to work with the writer before going into production?


Quite close. But I detest petty, jealousy-driven arbitrations for credit. Who did what? My big satisfaction is that I don’t give a damn who knows it. I know I did my best, and that’s all there is to it. My grandmother loves me anyway and she believes I did it, even if I didn’t. So what’s the problem? RESIDUALS!


Let me ask you a question from the point of view of the writer. After I have delivered the ‘finished’ script to the director, what is to stop you unnecessarily rewriting scenes in order to obtain a screen credit not only as the director, but also as the co-writer?


It’d be great to find a way to block a clever, not necessarily talented but arbitration-wise writer or director from trying to muscle in and elbowing the entitled person out of credit. The desperate craving for credit used to be only a sign of insecurity. A secure writer – any artist in any field – needs only the self-satisfaction of a job well done, a sense of having satisfied that gnawing, but invigorating and never-ending quest to do it better. Credit shouldn’t be the ultimate satisfaction. But integrity won’t buy groceries. Now, it’s a different ball-game. With money in the saddle and residuals holding the reins, a credit on the screen today equates with tomorrow’s bread and Rolls-Royce. A protection from scavengers of all sorts – writers, producers and directors – is necessary, but it created the bitter and ugly mud-slinging credit fight, not for pride of achievement but for residuals, and made jackals out of erstwhile almost-decent human beings.


So the next basic question is, why are you a director?


It’s the toughest question that I’ve ever been asked … I don’t know. I’m a director probably because I don’t want to do anything else. I don’t care what anybody says, it’s the most engulfing and, in a certain way, most creative handle in making pictures. Also the most absorbing. You, Herr Future Director, have to understand: Number one, the characters, their principles. Number two, you have to know everything about the camera, about optics, about the chemistry of the raw stock, the film, to be able to get the best out of the cameraman. Would I ask a hundred-yard sprinter to run a hundred yards in a swimming pool, in water? It would be ridiculous, wouldn’t it? You have to be aware of the cameraman’s capabilities in order to get the best out of everyone – and that means you too, Herr Director, everybody in the crew, including the honeywagon man. Don’t ever forget, he is as important at his post as anybody else at theirs. But look at the credits in this title-mania world we live in and live for. When I started, we had two ‘director’ credits: ‘the’ director and his assistant, the assistant director. The rest of the contributors were proud of their crafts. The most important and influential contributors to a film are the cameramen. Why should they be mocked as one of the many ‘directors’ on today’s credit lists? They always were and are second to none. They should be proud, as the pioneers of their craft were, of the dignified and unique credit: cinematographer.


Do you feel, then, that all directors should not only have a basic  understanding of film, but also be able physically to cut the film, physically to photograph a film?


Hell, no. I don’t like half-ass jacks of all trades. But a director has to know the hurdles and pitfalls facing the other craftsmen. And to help those who are trying to help you, Herr Director, you should let the others know what’s going on in the scene before you say, ‘Action.’ You have to start from a solid base to reach the heights. Aside from all the other requirements, a nimble mind will help. Sometimes during creation, a certain spontaneous magic takes over the scene, apart from the screenplay and the director. Let it happen, as long as it heads in the right and only direction. The great moments of many films are spontaneous and unplanned. And, let’s face it, undirected.


But if you went into the editing room after the film was shot, you could physically cut that film?


Sure. Sometimes I could cut my throat, too. Editing is fun and it’s very important. It’s very much like directing. But without an inborn sense of timing, without an instinctive feel for rhythm, beyond its simple, elementary basics, it never can be learned.


First, celluloid replaced the highly combustible silver-nitrate film – a great blessing for the nicotine addicts. Then, with the advance of electronics, it became technically easier, faster, neater. Better? I don’t know, in spite of its advantages. Somehow I miss the contact, the physical closeness of that stinking band with its sprocket-holes around my neck. It added a sense of intimacy, closeness, immediacy; the fate of the picture was actually in your hands.


But do you think that all directors should be able to do that?


There are directors who shouldn’t be allowed on the set, let alone in the cutting rooms. If you look at directors, the directors I respect, many of them started as what were then called cutters, now justly called editors. There’s a big difference between cutting and editing. A good editor will give you a tremendous assistance, because he understands, feels the ‘it’. Sometimes ‘it’ can happen, and you don’t see the forest from the trees you planted. A good editor will. It’s very important.


The cameraman …


You have to be able to explain to your cameraman exactly what you see in the scene, the film as a whole, then with his talent he can augment, emphasize the mood. But you have to know your cameraman, his capabilities, otherwise you may ask him to do something that would be ridiculous. The jacks of all trades are never ice-breakers. Horses for courses, or courses for horses – and that goes for all the crafts.


Imagine a theater, the curtain rises and on stage are two sets of weights. One is 1,000 pounds, the other is 250 pounds – which is still a respectable weight, right? A man with bulging muscles, dressed in a leopard skin, walks to the 1,000-pound weight. Applause. He is proud as a peacock. He reaches down for the 1,000 weight, tries to snatch it and shits in his leopard skin. Well, is he a hero? Now in comes another man, no show off, no applause. He snatches that 250-pound weight, no sweat. Which of the two would you like to be, Herr Director? Sometimes directors are human, you know; so are the cast and crew. Don’t ask a person without knowing his/her capabilities and expect good results. The most important, the most valuable asset of a director is understanding. To understand you have to hear, not just listen; not just look, but see.


Do you really think it’s possible to go on the set with a not-too-competent cameraman and tell him what to do, simply because you understand?


Definitely not. I have to find out the confines of his/her understanding to learn his/her professional limits – which weight I should ask him/her to pick up. If he/she understands you, he/she’ll do their best to help. Then he/she won’t pick up the wrong weight. If he/she doesn’t understand, then I made a mistake to begin with. I can replace him/her, but I could never blame the cinematographer. That would be the easy, the coward’s way out. I think I was very lucky, I worked with some great cameramen, but I never worked with one unwilling to try his best. There’s always more than one way to skin a cat. But you have to know what you’re doing and what you’re asking for, otherwise the cameraman, and others – rightly so – lose respect for you, Herr Director, and you’ll hate them, and the picture will be in the shit. So will you be. Face yourself before you’re tough on others.


You began directing in 1939, and I’m wondering, in what ways have both the art and the craft of directing changed since then?


We were more basic in our approach to picture-making. It was based more on dedication and dreams than on business. Of course, business was important then, too; picture-making can be a very expensive hobby. Budgets and schedules were taken seriously, because it told us how much material we had to build our dream house. If it wasn’t enough, we had to build another dream house; we had to invent, be resourceful. Was it better? I don’t know. You figure it out. It was a constant challenge, but it was exciting and fun. That made a whole lot of difference to the approach to picture-making, to the whole sphere of the picture ‘business’. We didn’t call it art. We didn’t think of it as business. For the real directors, even for the horse-traffic cops up on Alabama Flats, above Lone Pine, it was a way of life, an addiction.


Another difference: one wasn’t expected or supposed to wait for the ideal situation, until everything was right. We were anxious to experiment, to get into the current of the river, and not sit like an old, wizened little Indian on the shore of the Ganges, waiting for Nirvana to come. WE had no time. (Time equals money.) It was swim or sink.


A director can take crap as long as he/she is aware of it. Sometimes it can be an added challenge, an exercise for talent and skill, or conceit: ‘Oh, I can do it.’ Salaries were low, yet we all lived high on the hog. If, in spite of all the other shackles which go with that kind of messy set-up, the director still comes up with one, just one scene, just two minutes, just fifty, seventy-five frames which he/she has tackled with fresh vision, a new approach, and reached what he/she was trying for, the director is OK. He/she tried to grow, to learn. I hope, Herr Future Director, you’ll never make a film where every scene, every foot, every frame you shot satisfies you. That’ll be the day you died as a director. And I hope you’ll go to hell with your masterpiece. The problem comes when a director starts to believe all the PR-shit just because what passed through his/her hands turned right into gold. That’s very embarrassing and it stinks, too – and not only on the screen.


When you were making films in the 1930s and 1940s, did you ever stop and think, ‘This is art’? Or was it strictly movie-making, as you call it?


Maybe it’s strange, but I never think, ‘Let’s make art,’ when I’m making a bronze statue, or when I make movies. I just like to do them. That’s all. But making movies carries the big responsibility of living up to others’ trust and cash. Otherwise, movie-making or sculpting, it makes no difference. I never cared about making money …


If you want to be a director to make money, you are barking up the wrong tree in the wrong backyard. Drop this book; read the Wall Street journal instead. Creative money-making is for con men. But making pictures, even if they’re lousy, is a form of creation.


Today, there is a danger hiding in making pictures that we never had to guard against: money. There are people I have great respect for – and money almost screwed up some of them. Because they have it, they spend so much money on the screen that the unnecessary glitz overrides the basic, primary storytelling. Does that make sense?


Yes. Very much so.


A prime example is the ‘picture-maker’, Steven Spielberg. Had he shot The Color Purple with a small crew, no money, relied only on his talent, on a camera on his shoulder, so to speak, and not with a larger crew and entourage than DeMille had for his Cleopatra, The Color Purple could have been one of the all-time great pictures.


God, Spielberg always had the talent, but no guts, only chutzpah. He lived audaciously, in children’s glossy and well-paying dreams. Before Schindler’s List. With that, in Poland, he became a ‘Director’. I hope, from now on, he and his talent will walk the Street of Scorsese and the few élite saints of dedicated picture-making. No. That’s wrong. They aren’t picture-makers. They don’t ‘make pictures’. They report life on the screen as they see it happening, sometimes under a magnifying glass.


Scorsese is a transplanter. He transplants you among the people with whom he is living. He directs from the inside. The same goes for Bertrand Tavernier and Clint Eastwood and a very few others, like John Ford, riding in the far distance toward the West, leaving ever-dawning growth in his wake.


Of course, if you’re talking about Star Wars, or Dinosaur, you need the money. Of course you do. And, of course, if you do a picture like Terminator 2, you’ve also got to have dough to put that mayhem on the screen. Crap is always expensive. But, sooner or later, the Terminators will Exterminate themselves.


This is interesting. You bring up The Color Purple and suggest that it would have been a lot better had it been shot on location. But with some of your films, you couldn’t go on location. They were studio-bound because of the conditions prevailing at the time.


Yeah, but –


Does that mean you feel, for example, that something like Dark Waters would have been better had it been shot on location in Louisiana, rather than at the studio?


Not necessarily. One of the great challenges in picture-making is that there are no hard and fast rules. Being on location is not a magic solution for all ills. Some of The Color Purple was shot on location. It’s not enough only to shoot there; how to photograph it, how to be there, Herr Future Director, is the key. Showing picture postcards of the real locations can be distracting if whatever happens only happens ‘in front’ and not ‘from within’. It has to have the ‘feel’ that it couldn’t happen anywhere else except ‘within’ that spot at that moment of time. Right then and there. A great example is Martin Scorsese’s The Age of Innocence. He achieved something nobody has ever done. He made the sets, the props as such disappear; he brought them to life, and made them as integral a part of the story as the characters. Without that, The Age of Innocence would’ve been a film like many others. It is a trail-blazing masterpiece. 


Let’s get back to the grindstone.


The choice of shooting Dark Waters on location or in a studio didn’t equate with the lack of money. It was a story of a Gothic prison, focusing on the people in it and not the expanse of location. Shooting it in the studio was a challenge, in a way, but I liked that. To shoot it as real as Louisiana, it wasn’t necessary to shoot in Louisiana; my aim was to focus the attention on the people living in that mansion. I went to Louisiana, I have been in the swamps, I’ve rubbed elbows with the people. I knew how Louisiana felt, looked, smelled. Had I thought shooting Dark Waters on location would have made it more believable, my handle on the essence of the story would’ve been wrong. In Louisiana, the people felt it was shot there because the characters in Dark Waters didn’t think, but felt they were in Louisiana.


So that’s another facet of the director – being an art director as well.


Art director? In a way, yes, but in a negative way. It’s a big enough responsibility to be a director. What’s important for a director to know is what to eliminate from the set that might interfere, compete with the story. It has nothing to do with whether it’s ‘real location’ or not. How often have you received a picture postcard of a real location and exclaimed, ‘It looks unreal!’ Why? It was a blur without a story point.


The director has to know the story and have a comprehensive understanding of the period, has to have an eye to see what reality has placed at his disposal. Zoltán Korda had the eyes to see and feel locations, props; what to put on the screen to make you feel that it’s the real place. Audience and critics alike were enthralled with ‘Beautiful India!’ when they saw it The Drum; it was shot in South Wales. But Zoltán knew India, he understood it. He had that ability and awareness to see reality, as it exists, and not the way you want it to be to suit your purpose or the strings of your purse. Too much money can camouflage the real McCoy. First, Herr Director, look at your story and the characters. Are they part of, do they belong to that location, or are they only glued onto it because a genius thought, ‘That’s an interesting spot to shoot a film’? Don’t let that interesting, exciting ‘spot’ blind you. Feel the umbilical cord of the characters your story is about. Do their umbilical cords stem from, or are they only loosely attached to that ‘interesting spot’? Even if you’re telling a story ‘that can happen anywhere’, it has to have a womb, a base.


As far as seeing what you want to do, the great example is John Ford. He knew exactly what he wanted and that was all there was to it. ‘Who the hell gives a damn about those sticks up there, those extinct smoke stacks. All I care about is people. The story.’ And he ignored the old smoke stacks of Monument Valley and shot the story focusing on his characters.


We all ride different hobby-horses.


David Lean, for example (another one of the few for whom I have a great respect, and, having had the advantage of a one-on-one relationship, I knew him – as much as anybody could know David), had a different relationship with story and location. He didn’t make the locations smell like his characters. He made his people a part of the location. Ford made the Monument Valley smoke stacks smell like the Duke, a.k.a. John Wayne. If Lean hadn’t smelled the real desert –


We’re talking about Lawrence of Arabia.


Right. Lawrence of Arabia. If he hadn’t smelled the desert like Lawrence did, then he couldn’t have done any part of Lawrence of Arabia in Spain. The understanding of the real is to know what not to do, what not to show that gives away the substitute. On Lawrence of Arabia, John Box and Terry Marsh were great at selecting and rebuilding architecture so that Carboneras, Spain, not only looked like the real Aqaba, it was Aqaba. That is the big difference.


It’s a matter of making it look real on film, as opposed to real in reality.


Watch, Herr Future Director, how you shoot locations. Don’t let them overwhelm you, or the story. Exception: when the story is about surmounting, conquering the physical, psychological difficulties inherent in the surroundings; but in that case, the location becomes the villain. But whatever the story is about, there is a narrow margin, a razor’s edge to tread on how to tell the story, how to balance your ingredients. Watch it, Herr Director. Don’t ever make it look real – make it real, period. That’s the big difference. Wherever, however you make it, it shouldn’t look made. I’m all for reality.


During the ‘rock is a rock, a tree is a tree, shoot it in Griffith Park!’ approach of the early pioneers, a lot of things stayed more or less under the control of the front offices. I rebelled and shot what was right for the stories on location, with lots of movement, and no Steadicam. I shot Crime Wave, most of it at night, with the slow-speed film stock of the period, and with Jack Warner’s dangerously fast blessing: ‘Go ahead, Tex, cut your own throat, but don’t worry – if it doesn’t work, I’ll cut it for you. Your pick, good luck.’


End of Jack L. Warner’s blessing.


It was so simple, in those days, to make pictures. The director was the king, and lots of kings died gloriously with their throats cut.


In a way, you’re very much a director trying to break down barriers, to show that something can be done, regardless of what the management may say otherwise, or what the technicians tell you.


They all want to help – and don’t ever forget that, Herr Future Director. There’s only one barrier. It’s yourself. And there are some silly people who build barriers for themselves and then try to jump over them. They’re going to fall flat on their asses.


We’ve mentioned some of the directors whom you admire, but I wonder if, for a couple of minutes, we could talk about some other directors, your opinions of them. We’ll deal only with dead ones.


Most of them are, even though some of them are still walking around and yelling, ‘Action!’ I don’t care. Go ahead.


Alfred Hitchcock.


Well. Except for a few of his early films, his productions are glossy, manufactured and well-manicured merchandise, with the great PR machines behind them necessary to sell the mass-produced crap, de luxe as it may be. He was a genius at publicity – I doff my hat to that. Unfortunately, early success and believing his self-created publicity made him fat, not only in body, but mentally, too; he became lazy, immobile and repetitious, which was more than establishing a style. He stopped growing, searching for new ways, experimenting. You can tell and feel that every shot was planned mechanically. Every set-up is identical and predictable.


Was he good? Of course he was good. But who knows how much better he could have been, how much he could have given to the art.


Do you think that the problem with Hitchcock might also have been that he was a director who also became a producer?


No. I think something else happened to him. Hitchcock believed he was God. And that’s when you’re really in trouble.


I don’t think there’s a danger in directors becoming producers, because one man makes the film, the director – of course, with the help of others. It doesn’t matter what their title or job is; they are there, often without being even noticed. A producer, if he’s a good producer, has to understand the director, has to understand the story most of all. They both have to have the same feeling and understanding of life, on and off screen. Life is what you’re making pictures about. The most important single aim that I would stress is understanding – understanding, Herr Future Director.


You always had a good relationship with your producers?


Always. I totally ignored them if we didn’t have the same understanding. I had great respect for them, I listened to them. And a lot of them were tremendously helpful in every way. Herr Director, listen to everybody, encourage the involvement of those who are sincerely trying to help you to make a better picture. But don’t ever forget, a director has to be a sieve. All the information should go through that sieve, and it’s up to you, it’s your job, your responsibility what goes through it.


You never compromised due to the wishes of your producer?


Never. If he was right, I would follow gratefully his thoughts, his suggestions, but not because he was the producer. You can’t compromise with God. You do it His way, or you don’t – and the STORY is God. You’d be cheating yourself, the producer, and those around you who trust you – and what is most important, you’d be cheating the story. The story!


When you are working on a film, is it always going to be your way?


No. Never do it your way, Herr Director. Who the hell do you think you are? I saw too many people get killed by their conceit. It’s not only a stupid way to commit suicide, but it screws up the innocent, trusting bystanders – the characters in the story. I made lots of bad pictures, but not because I didn’t compromise. I did them for various reasons, maybe the wrong reasons, but not because I was a phoney hack. And every time I learned more from failing than winning.


What were some of those reasons? Would you know it was a bad picture when you began, or only when you finished it?


Oh, I knew they were bad before the start. I was aware that I proudly prostituted myself. I gave the best service for the money spent. But, in the meantime, if I hadn’t done it, I wouldn’t have had some of the enjoyment I’ve had in my life. I’ve always spent three times as much money as I made. So I needed it. Don’t do as I did, but if you do, have fun. I did, and one day I may make a good picture.


So what are your bad films?


All of them. I’m not in love with myself or my films. My love is reserved for others, for better things in life. I don’t like any of my films. I don’t look at the rushes. I think it’s ridiculous. How pompous! I go on the set and imperiously command, ‘Roll it.’ And they say, ‘Yessir.’ Then arrogantly I ask, ‘Once more.’ And once more and once more, please. (My record for takes is eighty-seven.) Then I pronounce God’s verdict, ‘Print it.’ Do I have to go the next day to find out what I have done? I saw what’ll be on the screen before I started to shoot. No surprises.


You know so absolutely that you don’t have to see that take again?


Yes. Now, if, for some technical or other reason, it’s called to my attention that something is wrong, I will look at the rushes a hundred times to see what can be done to correct it. Otherwise, nothing changed during the night in the lab. Nothing got better or worse, nothing could’ve changed since I swung my directorial gavel and declared the verdict, ‘That’s a print.’ Hell, I know without seeing the rushes I’d like to redo them.


I’d like to redo every scene, every film I have ever done – anything I have ever done, and that goes for my bronzes, my glorious mistakes, everything. I hope the day will never come when that craving to try to do it better and the search for experiment stops. That’d be the day I died.


You always know that you can improve on what you’ve done?


Otherwise, there is no life. No challenge.


Which is good for a creative person?


There are other ways to do it. Search for them, Herr Future Director, but this is one way, my way. If they didn’t hide my bronzes in the foundry, I would break them. Now I am bragging, but credit should go to Ann, my wife, and others who hid them, otherwise some wouldn’t be in the Vatican Museum, which is the greatest compliment to any artist, living or dead. Some are in other collections and museums. I would have thrown them away. So go ahead and trust my artistic judgement, I dare you. I wanted to redo every one of them.


Do you care more about your bronzes than your paintings or your films?


… I’d say, yes.


You’ve got the most satisfaction out of that?


Yes.


Because it’s a one-man operation?


It’s totally a one-man operation. But then again, it’s very much like making a film – it depends on the men who nurse your very vulnerable clay figure to be a bronze statue, take the different impressions, the casts, the one who pours the bronze, the quality of the bronze, its temperature and the temperature of the cast into which it is poured. It all has to be just right, and that is out of your hands. But if you asked me to pick what I like to make most, I’d say, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, I want to make pictures. Saturday and Sunday, I make bronzes. From bronzes I have to step away from time to time. They take more out of me.


What would you most like to be remembered for?


I don’t give a damn. I – don’t – give – a – damn. When you’re dead, you’re dead. You’re gone. I don’t care. I really don’t. Hell. I almost sound like I’m trying to convince myself. But I know for sure that while I’m alive, I’d rather be called dirty names than not called at all or pitied. So, deep down, maybe I’d like to be remembered as someone who wasn’t careful, but had a lot of fun.


So long as they spell your name correctly.


There is a great wisecrack by that brilliant humorist, Will Rogers: ‘As long as they spell my name right, it’s me; if they don’t, it’s not me – who cares?’ I am not sure if I am correct in quoting him, but if he said it, I am sure he said it with a grain of salt. So, spell it right, please. The ‘d’ is lower case (to placate the ghost of my father), the ‘T’ is capital.


I haven’t got any photographs from my films – in all the years in this ‘business’. It’s my sixtieth-plus year in this business and I haven’t collected any clippings. What for? Don’t love me for my past and don’t hate me for it, either. Hate me or love me for what I am. Now.


You care about what you got out of it, not what someone else got out of it.


Financially, no. Otherwise, yes. I gave everything, I hope they liked it; if they didn’t, it’s their loss. Giving is very selfish. I enjoy doing it. Look at the motives, the reasons why people are making donations. Some are sincere and I admire them, but I dare say there are a lot who do it to get publicity. In a remote way, but on a parallel track, that was my reason for not taking credit for many things. I wanted to do them, enjoyed doing them for people who trusted me. Am I wanting credit for that? Maybe it’s conceited, but I don’t give a damn who knows what I’ve done; I know what I’ve done, and that’s enough. It made me feel good. I’m happy. Are you? That is the question. 
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Alfred Hitchcock shooting To Catch a Thief: a once sharp talent dulled by the fat of self-love, mechanized emotion and deafened by the noise of self-promotion.
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George Cukor shooting Camille: flighty, fay and gay. Ingenious manipulator of his own and others’ great talent. Ignoramus of mechanics.








But the people who matter know what you did and that’s what really counts.


No. What matters to me is that I know I can do it, that I have done it – to know when you failed, Herr Future Director, rather than when you succeeded. Because sometimes you didn’t really succeed, but you were made to believe you succeeded. That’s a dead end; you don’t progress.


Would you mind if we went back to the topic we were discussing a few minutes ago – directors?


I never go back.


Well, I do. We talked about Hitchcock. What about George Cukor?


Cukor was a coin, a rare coin. One side was in mint condition. The other side didn’t exist. He had human understanding, he was a psychologist. He was very sensitive, he was witty, he was a great man to be around socially. He understood people. Had he possessed technical knowledge, he would have been one of the greatest directors. Too bad he didn’t have the other side of the coin to make it full mint condition.


He came from the theater, that’s why he understood actors, if not the technical side of film-making. But you initially came from the theater …


Yes, but my experience in the theater couldn’t be mentioned in the same breath, during the same week, as Cukor’s.


But you knew you had to adapt.


If a statue is good only from one angle, it’s not a good statue. That’s why I like sculpting, because it’s 360 degrees. The same applies to making pictures. Or, now, writing books. It’s the whole piece that counts. Cukor as a directorial talent was miles above Hitchcock. If mechanical Hitchcock and human Cukor had gotten married and had a child who inherited both of their talents, he/she would have been the greatest director.


Henry Hathaway is a director who is often compared to you. How would you rate him?


I like Hank. Both of us had the audacity to do what we wanted to do. The margin between self-confidence and conceit is very narrow. You can call us conceited or extremely assured. Hank didn’t give a damn about anything. I think he had a lot of advantages over me, but I had more patience. I learned it on the field, where games were played for keeps. I knew that the moment you lose patience, you’re dead. You learn that when you drive a racing car, too. If you lose your cool, your patience, you’re gone. You have to know, you can’t guess. All those around you want to win, so do you – or don’t race. If you do, stay there with it, Herr Future Director. Drive your own race. What makes a champion? The cars on the track are all identical; still, some spin out or climb the wall. Why? Wrong decision at the wrong time. Anxiety. Keep your cool. Hathaway lost his many times, and that hurt him as a human being, which is too bad, and sometimes it hurt the projects, too. He was a good director, knew both sides of the coin, but occasionally flipped it at the wrong time.


Cameron Mitchell mentioned to me that Henry Hathaway would put actors through hell, whereas I know from watching you at work that you realize that actors are temperamental human beings, and if you’re going to yell at them, shout at them, whatever, you do it quietly, on the side.


Well, I learned it when I rode the range – too much noise can stampede the cattle. And then, I’m never angry. For me to get angry would be a great compliment to whoever I’m angry at. Who is worth so much that I should waste my energy on them? Ridiculous. Remember, Herr Future Director, patience, understanding. Hathaway had understanding all right, but no time for patience. He was a beautiful bulldozer, which is an important and necessary quality for a director to have. But a bulldozer’s blade isn’t honed razor sharp; it’s blunted, to make sure everything in his path feels it.


But you always expect the technicians on the set to be perfect. They should know their business. You do not tolerate incompetence.


No. Out they would go. But only if they weren’t trying their best. If they did and still didn’t fill the bill, then it was my error in hiring them, not their fault. I have no tolerance for anybody who doesn’t give his/her best. Dedicated people are giving their best and any son of a bitch who is taking advantage of that is robbing us of what’s most important: time.


When it comes to selecting the people to work with you on the set, how much control do you have over that? To what extent do you accept people given to you by the producer or the production company? I assume it varies from film to film.


Yes. It varies. But no sane production company would force a director to take on somebody the director objects to. It never happened to me, not even on my first film here, that horrible thing with Irving Briskin, for whom I have great respect; he was a good picture-maker in his bracket. I was seven days behind schedule on a seven-day schedule, he threatened me with mayhem, but he still kept me on the film.


People talk about the moguls of the golden era. We – some of us – had more freedom than most people have now. If, in any of my pictures, you don’t like something, you can’t put the blame on the producer.


It’s you.


Damned right. They were my fault and you have to be strong enough to admit it.


But is this totally true? For example, you and I have previously discussed the music in Ramrod, and agreed it is rather overpowering. Looking back, would you say it was your fault or the producer’s? At what time did the film get out of your hands?


It didn’t. We simply couldn’t afford whom we wanted.


So it was a sort of compromise.


Music is a very strange thing. You discover it when the corpse is in the coffin. You can’t resurrect it.


When it’s almost too late.


When it’s done. I told you, I don’t like anything I made. Maybe the music was not so bad. If there would be a chance to replace the music now, I wouldn’t like the new score either. Maybe I am nuts, but I am happy, so argue.


When you’re about to start a film and you have a choice between A and B as an actor, would you make an effort to see their previous work?


If I don’t know them, yes, of course. But what’s more important, Herr Director, is to talk to them, regardless of what they have done. That provides more information than their films. A film is nobody’s single achievement. Try to look for hidden values that previously were not obvious on the screen or on the stage. That goes for actors, cameramen, for technicians, set or costume designers, art directors – all key people of the crafts. But don’t just talk to them; listen. No lectures, don’t fall in love with your own voice and power, and don’t try to impress them with your wisdom.


I get the impression that pre-production is very important to you, as much as the production itself.


Right. You and everybody else have to be prepared in every way. You have to be prepared psychologically to help them. Note: I didn’t say ‘tackle them’, but ‘help them’.


Once you have the script you’re happy with …


I’ve never had a script I was completely happy with.


OK. Once you have a script that you feel you’re going to have to work with, when you go on the set, are you willing and able to change that script in production, or is this the stage where you feel you must stick with it?


Number one, I never have a script on the set, as you know.


Yeah, but I mean theoretically.


Of course I change it. The director has that power – not as a whim, but as the situation honestly demands it, as the characters demand it on their spontaneous course. In the heat of creation, unforeseeable things pop up. Watch out for those wonderful moments, but don’t hunt for them. But always remember the two weightlifters. Don’t force it. It’s a great temptation for a director. Be aware of the height of that platform from which you’re jumping; don’t raise the platform unduly high in order to jump further, Herr Director. I don’t particularly care that you may kill yourself if you’re conceited or stupid enough to jump from the wrong height. I care about the picture and the others you’ll hurt. You can overwork a script, with writing, directing or acting – or all of them.


Would you ever have a writer on the set?


To visit, of course – otherwise, no, not as a routine. I wouldn’t go on the set of a film I’ve written. I’d suffer like hell and I’d be unfair to all.


Would there ever be a situation, say, where you would feel there was a problem with the script during shooting and you would get the writer on the telephone to ask him …


Of course, but such an emergency shouldn’t arise too often if you’re prepared. But should it be necessary, I would call the writer immediately, in the middle of shooting, in the middle of the night. Always be ready and eager to make any change at any time, if you believe the changes will make the picture better. Remember, the writer is your best friend, your better half, until he/she tries to prove they’re a better director than you, instead of helping you make a better picture. Maybe he/she could, BUT that’s not the time to prove it. 


Would you allow your actors to ad lib if they felt uncomfortable with a line?


As long as it’s not the actor who ad libs, but the character. Unfortunately, some actors ad lib only to show off their power.


Now, let’s go back to what we were talking about a few minutes ago. When you’re on the set, you don’t have a script in your hand, you rely in part on the script supervisor, obviously, but mainly on what is in your mind.


Right.


So how do you prepare the night before? How do you keep in your mind what you are going to shoot? I know it’s a difficult question …


No, it isn’t, and it’s a good question. From the moment I accept a film, I live with the characters. When the time arrives to ‘live with them in public’, NO last-minute, night-before exam-cramming is necessary. Honing, yes. Herr Future Director, before you step on the set on the first day, the whole picture should be the target. Don’t capsize the boat in the zigzags of scene to scene, the day-to-day shooting. Have a sure hand on the tiller, but, at the same time, know how to ‘quarter the waves’ when unplanned great ideas burst. Use them – if they are on target. And you can’t do that with blinders on.


But surely, day by day, you have to know what you plan to shoot that day. You don’t need to go back to see if you’re behind schedule?


Never shoot the schedule, shoot the story. The ideal would be to shoot chronologically, of course, but it’s almost an impossibility. So stop dreaming, be prepared.


Each day, before you begin shooting, do you have production meetings with the crew or whoever?


Only when it’s necessary. I rebel against routine; it makes ’em lazy. Let ’em think for themselves, Herr Director, while keeping your finger on the pulse. Let ’em have their pride of responsibility.


I’ve heard of directors who tear out the pages of the script after they have shot a scene. Is that simply an eccentricity?


Well … I don’t think so. Ford chewed his handkerchief. Sometimes I tear the pages out before I shoot the scenes. Again, I’m flat out against habits. They dull your approach, your mind. 


Have you ever consciously copied the style of another director?


I hope not. I’d rather be lousy on my own than a brilliant second. I don’t want to be the second anything.


You’ve never, say, watched a film and thought, ‘That’s a really good camera set-up. I’d like to try something like that.’


No. I look at motion pictures the way I look at paintings, statues. I don’t want to be like the two ladies who once gave me a lesson for life. These two lovelies stood next to me in front of a painting, here in Pasadena, in the Norton Simon Museum. Said one, ‘Look, look at that awful red on the crooked lips of that distorted lady on that horrible painting. Nobody looks like that and nobody would wear a lipstick that color.’ Her companion agreed, ‘Of course nobody would put on that terrrrrible color lipstick, but that painter, whatever his name, is famous for his bad taste.’ I looked at the two beauties with their noses up against the painting, trying to decipher Picasso’s name. Both of them had crooked lips and the color of their lipstick was identical to the one they took offense to.


Herr Future Director, never look at a picture and say, ‘I wouldn’t do it that way.’ What the hell, you couldn’t do a Goddamn thing about it, anyway. Be yourself. Be free and lousy. Who is the judge, anyway?


Have you ever been aware of other directors being influenced by you?


I hope they’re smarter than that!






OEBPS/a004_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a003_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780571261338_cover_epub.jpg
De Toth on De Toth
Putting the Drama in
front of the Camera

edited by
Anthony Slide






OEBPS/a018_1_online.jpg
z
=
8
N





OEBPS/a018_2_online.jpg





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/a00x_1_online.jpg





