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The Director: 

The Best Job in the World 

Tlhe e n t r a n c e to the Ukrain ian Nat ional H o m e is o n S e c o n d 

Avenue be tween Eighth and Nin th streets in New Y o r k City. 

T h e r e ' s a res taurant on the g r o u n d floor. T h e odor o f pierogi, 

borsch t , barley soup, and on ions hits m e as soon as I walk in. 

T h e smel l is c loying bu t pleasant , even we lcoming , especially 

in t he winter . T h e rest r o o m s are downstairs , always reeking o f 

disinfectant, ur ine, and beer. I go up a flight o f stairs and walk 

in to an e n o r m o u s r o o m the size o f a smal l basketball cour t . It 

has co lo red lights, the inevitable revolving mi r ro red ball, and a 

bar a long o n e wall , behind wh ich are s tacked sound amplifiers 

in their suitcases, e m p t y car tons , boxes o f plastic garbage bags. 

Setups are also sold here . S tacks o f folding chairs and tables are 

piled a long the walls. 

Th i s is the ba l l r oom o f the Ukrain ian Nat ional H o m e , 

w h e r e loud , s tomping acco rd ion -accompan ied dances are held 

on Friday and Saturday nights . Before the b reakup o f the 

L 
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laroids o f a red '86 T h u n d e r b i r d and a black '86 Thunde rb i rd . 

W h i c h do I want? We still don ' t have permission for the bar on 

T e n t h S t ree t and Avenue A. T h e guy wants t oo m u c h m o n e y . 

Is the re a n o t h e r loca t ion tha t will w o r k as well? No. W h a t 

should I do? Pay h i m the m o n e y . Truffaut has a m o m e n t in 

Day for Night tha t t ouches the hear t o f every director . He's jus t 

finished an arduous day's shoot ing . He's walking off the set. 

T h e p roduc t ion t eam sur rounds h im, peppering h i m with 

quest ions for t o m o r r o w ' s work . He stops, looks to the heav­

ens, and shouts , "Ques t ions! Quest ions! So m a n y quest ions 

tha t I don ' t have t ime to th ink!" 

Slowly, the actors c o m e wander ing in. A false joviahty hides 

their nervousness . Did y o u hear the o n e about^— Sidney, I 'm 

so glad we ' re work ing toge the r again . . . hugs, kisses. I 'm a big 

kisser myself, a t o u c h e r and a hugger as opposed to a groper . 

T h e p roduce r arrives. Usual ly, he's the groper. His ob jec t this 

m o r n i n g is to ingratiate himself , par t icular ly wi th the stars. 

Now, a huge burst o f l aughte r rises f rom downstairs . O n e o f 

the stars has arrived. T h e star is also ingrat iat ing himself, 

showing wha t a regular guy he is. S o m e t i m e s the re will be an 

en tourage . First, a secretary. Th i s is discouraging, because it 

m e a n s tha t on a t e n - m i n u t e break, the secretary will br ing in 

eight messages so u rgen t tha t the star will be on the p h o n e 

instead o f resting or s tudying the script. Second , t he star 's 

m a k e u p person. Mos t stars have a con t r ac tua l r ight to their 

own m a k e u p person. Th i rd , a bodyguard ( w h e t h e r needed or 

n o t ) . Fou r th , a friend, who ' l l leave quickly . And last, the re is 

the t eamste r driver. He gets a un ion m i n i m u m o f about n ine 

hundred a week plus over t ime . And the re is lots o f over t ime , 

because m o s t stars have the earliest call in the m o r n i n g and are 

the last to leave at night . T h e teamste r will have n o t h i n g to do 

f rom the t ime he drops the star off at rehearsals unt i l he picks 

U S S R , the re wou ld be at least two "Free the U k r a i n e " m e e t ­

ings held here every week. T h e r o o m is ren ted o u t as often as 

possible. And we have n o w ren ted it for two weeks to rehearse 

a mov ie . I 've rehearsed e ight or n ine movies here . I don ' t k n o w 

w h y I feel like this, bu t rehearsal halls shou ld always be a li t t le 

grungy. 

T w o p roduc t ion assistants are nervous ly awaiting m e . 

T h e y ' v e started the coffee m a c h i n e . In a plastic box , amid ice 

cubes, are con ta iners o f ju ice (freshly squeezed) , mi lk , and y o ­

gurt . O n a tray, bagels, Danish , coffee cake, slabs o f wonderful 

rye bread f rom the res taurant downstairs . B u t t e r (whipped 

and packaged) and c r e a m cheese (whipped and packaged) are 

wait ing, plastic knives alongside. A n o t h e r tray holds packets o f 

sugar. Equal , Sweet 'n Low, honey , tea bags, he rb teas (every 

kind imaginable) , l e m o n , R e d o x o n (in case anyone has the first 

signs o f a co ld) . So far so good. 

O f course , the PAs have set up the two rehearsal tables the 

w r o n g way. T h e y ' v e placed t h e m end to end, so the twelve or 

so people due here in ha l f an h o u r will have to sit s t re tched 

ou t as i f in a subway car. I have t h e m m o v e the tables side by 

side, pu t t ing everybody as close toge the r as possible. Newly 

sharpened pencils are hned up in front o f each chair . And a 

fresh script. Even t h o u g h the actors have had their scripts for 

weeks, it's amazing h o w often they forget t h e m on the first 

day. 

I l ike to have as m u c h o f the p roduc t ion t e a m as possible at 

the first reading. Already present are the p roduc t ion designer, 

c o s t u m e designer, s econd assistant director , the Direc tors 

Gui ld o f Amer i ca ( D G A ) trainee (an apprent ice) , t he script 

girl, t he editor, and the c a m e r a m a n , i f he 's n o t o u t doing tests 

on loca t ions . As soon as the tables are in place, they descend 

on m e — a l l o f t h e m . F loor plans are rol led out . Swatches . Po-
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knows tha t at this po in t he is the target. At this m o m e n t , any­

th ing w r o n g can on ly be his fault, s ince n o t h i n g else has hap­

pened yet. So he moves quie t ly to the coffee table, stuffs his 

m o u t h full o f Danish so he w o n ' t have to answer any ques­

tions, and tries to b e c o m e as smal l as possible. 

T h e assistant d i rector is t rying to set up the last o f the medi ­

cal exams for the insurance c o m p a n y ( leading cast m e m b e r s 

are always insured) . And I 'm mak ing believe I 'm l is tening to 

everybody, a p h o n y w a r m smile on m y face, jus t wait ing for 

the m i n u t e hand to reach straight up ( t he start o f the h o u r ) so 

we can begin the reason for all this: We ' re here to m a k e a 

movie . 

Finally, I can ' t wait any longer . It 's still th ree m i n u t e s of, bu t 

I g lance over to the A D . Nervous, bu t wi th a voice filled wi th 

au thor i ty , he says, "Ladies and g e n t l e m e n " — o r " F o l k s " or 

"Hey, g a n g " — " c a n we take o u r seats?" T h e t one the A D uses 

is impor t an t . I f he sounds like San ta Claus chor t l i ng " H o - h o -

h o , " the actors k n o w tha t he 's afraid o f t h e m , and he ' l l have a 

r o u g h t ime later. I f he sounds p o m p o u s and officious, they ' l l 

surely screw h i m s o m e w h e r e a long the l ine. T h e best are the 

Brit ish ADs. O u t o f years o f English good m a n n e r s , they go 

quiet ly f rom o n e ac tor to the o ther : " M r . Finney, we ' re ready 

for y o u n o w . " "Miss B e r g m a n , i f you please." 

T h e actors ga ther a round the table. I give m y first direct ion 

to t h e m . I tell t h e m where to sit. 

Actual ly , I 've been direct ing this p ic ture for s o m e t ime. D e ­

pending on h o w compl ica ted the physical p roduc t ion o f the 

mov ie will be, I 've been in p reproduc t ion anywhere f rom two 

and a ha l f to six m o n t h s . And, depending on h o w m u c h work 

had to be done on the script, perhaps for m o n t h s before pre-

p roduc t ion began. M a j o r decisions have already been made . 

T h e r e are n o m i n o r decisions in mov iemak ing . Each decision 

the star up at n igh t to take h i m h o m e . So the first th ing the 

t eamste r does is head for the coffee m a c h i n e . He tries a piece o f 

the coffee cake, t h e n a Danish . A glass o f o range ju ice to wash 

down the coffee, and t hen a bagel, heavily bu t te red to get rid o f 

the taste o f the Danish . A li t t le egg salad, a h t t le fruit, and fi­

nal ly he t iptoes back downstairs again, to do wha tever it is tha t 

teamsters do all day. 

N o t all stars keep an en tourage . Sean C o n n e r y will b o u n d 

up the steps two at a t ime , rapidly shake hands all a round , 

t h e n plop h imse l f down at the table, open his script, and start 

s tudying. Paul N e w m a n treads slowly upstairs, t he weight o f 

the wor ld o n his shoulders , puts drops in his eyes, and makes a 

bad j oke . T h e n he opens his script and starts s tudying. I don ' t 

k n o w h o w he manages mthout a secretary. Paul leads o n e o f the 

m o s t generous and honorab l e lives o f a n y o n e I've ever k n o w n . 

Be tween his p o p c o r n and salad dressing and his o t h e r m e r ­

chandising, all for charit ies he 's created, wh ich serve people 

over looked by o t h e r charit ies, n o t to m e n t i o n his movie work , 

his days are packed. B u t he does it all and never seems pressed. 

T h e un i t publici ty person is there too . T h e y ' r e annoying , 

publicists, but their lives are hel l . T h e actors hate t h e m because 

they ' re always asking for an interview o n the day the ac tor has 

to s h o o t his m o s t difficult scene; the studio is always le t t ing 

t h e m k n o w tha t wha t they ' re sending to the West Coast is crap 

and unusable; the star's personal publici ty people , jealously 

guarding their turf, wan t all requests to go t h r o u g h t h e m ; and 

we all k n o w that n o t h i n g the publicists do n o w mat te rs , be­

cause the p ic ture w o n ' t be o u t for at least n ine m o n t h s and 

wha tever p h o t o was in the Daily News will have been long for­

g o t t e n — a n d besides, t he title o f the mov ie will have been 

changed . 

Often the last to arrive is the writer . He is last because he 
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h i m by an Italian producer . I p r e sume J im needed the m o n e y . 

T h e p ic ture had to be sho t in R o m e . Unt i l then , I had been 

having great difficulty in finding ou t h o w to use co lor . I'd been 

b r o u g h t up on b lack-and-whi te movies , and a lmos t all the 

movies I had made unt i l t hen were in black and whi te . T h e 

two co lo r movies I had done . Stage Struck and The Group, had left 

m e dissatisfied. T h e co lo r seemed fake. T h e co lo r seemed to 

m a k e the movies even m o r e unreal . W h y did black and whi te 

seem real and co lo r false? Obviously, I was using it w r o n g o r — 

m u c h m o r e s e r i o u s — n o t using it at all. 

I had seen a movie o f Anton ion i ' s called Red Desert. It had 

been pho tog raphed by Car lo Di Palma. Here, at last, was co lo r 

being used for drama, for fur ther ing the story, for deepening 

the charac ters . I called Di Pa lma in R o m e , and he was available 

for The Appointment. I happily accepted the pic ture . I k n e w tha t 

Car lo wou ld get m e t h r o u g h m y " c o l o r b lock . " And he did. 

T h a t was a perfectly sensible reason to do the movie . 

I 've done two movies because I needed the m o n e y . I've done 

th ree because I love to work and cou ldn ' t wait a n y m o r e . B e ­

cause I 'm a professional, I worked as hard on those movies as 

on any I've done . T w o o f t h e m tu rned ou t to be good and were 

hits. Because the t ru th is tha t nobody knows wha t tha t magic 

c o m b i n a t i o n is tha t produces a first-rate piece o f work . I 'm n o t 

being modes t . The re ' s a reason s o m e directors can m a k e first-

rate movies and o thers never will. B u t all we can do is prepare 

the g r o u n d w o r k that allows for the " lucky acc iden ts" tha t 

m a k e a first-rate movie happen. W h e t h e r or n o t it will happen 

is s o m e t h i n g we never know. T h e r e are too m a n y intangibles, 

as the fol lowing chapters will reveal. 

For anyone w h o wants to direct bu t hasn ' t m a d e a first 

mov ie yet, the re is n o decision to m a k e . Wha teve r the movie . 

will e i ther con t r ibu te to a good piece o f w o r k or bring the 

w h o l e mov ie crashing down a round m y head m a n y m o n t h s 

later. 

T h e first decision, o f course , was w h e t h e r to do the movie . I 

don ' t k n o w h o w o t h e r directors decide. I decide comple t e ly in­

st inctively, very often o n jus t o n e reading. Th i s has p roduced 

very good movies and very bad ones . B u t it's the way I've al­

ways done it, and I 'm too old to change now. I don ' t analyze a 

script as I read it for the first t ime . I just sort o f let it wash over 

m e . S o m e t i m e s it happens with a book . I read Prince of the City in 

b o o k form and k n e w I desperately wanted to m a k e a movie o f 

it. I also m a k e sure tha t I have the t ime to read a script straight 

t h r o u g h . A script can have a y e r j different feeling if r e a d i n g s 

is in te r rupted , even for ha l f an hour . T h e final mov ie will be 

seen un in te r rup ted , so w h y should reading the script for the 

first t ime be any different? 

Mater ia l c o m e s f rom m a n y sources . S o m e t i m e s t he studio 

sends it wi th a firm offer and a start date. T h a t , o f course , is the 

best o f all worlds, because the studio is prepared to finance the 

movie . Scripts arrive f rom writers, agents, stars. S o m e t i m e s it's 

mater ia l tha t I've developed, and t hen starts the agonizing p ro ­

cess o f submissions to studios and/or stars to see if financing 

will be fo r t hcoming . 

T h e r e are m a n y reasons for accept ing a movie . I 'm n o t a be­

liever in wait ing for "g rea t " mater ia l tha t will p roduce a " m a s ­

terp iece ." What ' s i m p o r t a n t is that the mater ia l involve m e 

personal ly on s o m e level. And the levels will vary. Long Day's 

Journey Into Night is every th ing o n e can hope for. Four charac ters 

c o m e toge the r and leave n o area o f life unexp lored . However , I 

o n c e did a pic ture called The Appointment. It had fine dialogue, by 

James Sal ter , but a dreadful s tory line tha t had been handed to 
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whatever the auspices, wha tever the p rob lems , i f there 's a 

c h a n c e to direct, take it! Period. Exc l ama t ion point! T h e first 

movie is its own justif ication, because it's the first movie . 

I 've been talking about w h y I decided to do a par t icular 

movie . N o w c o m e s ^ h e ^ m o s t i m p o r t a n t decision I have to  

make : W h a t is this mov ie about? I 'm n o t ta lking about plot , al­

t h o u g h in certain very good m e l o d r a m a s the p lo t is all they ' re 

about . And that 's n o t bad. A good, rousing, scary s tory can be a 

hell o f a lo t o f fun. 

B u t wha t is it about emot iona l ly? W h a t is t t ^ t h e m e ^ f the 

movie , the spine, the arc? W h a t does the mov ie m e a n to me? 

Personalizing the mov ie is very impor tan t . I 'm going to l>e 

^ work ing flaFouTfor t he nex t six, n ine, twelve m o n t h s . T h e pic­

ture had bet ter have s o m e m e a n i n g to m e . Otherwise , the 

physical labor (very hard indeed) will b e c o m e twice as exhaus t ­

ing. T h e word " m e a n i n g " can spread over a very wide range. 

The Appointment m e a n t tha t I had the c h a n c e to w o r k with 

Car lo . And wha t I learned m a d e a difference o n all m y subse­

q u e n t pictures. 

T h e ques t ion " W h a t is this mov ie about?" will be asked over 

and over again t h r o u g h o u t the book . For now, suffice it to say 

tha t t h e j h e m ^ ^ 

the style (the how o f the mov ie ) . The t ^ e m ^ w i l ^ ^ 

cifics o f el^rTsdection made in all the fol lowing chapters. I 

w o r k j r o i ^ ^ the movie is about will deter­

mine h o w it will be cast, h o w it will look , h o w it will be edited, 

h o w it will be musica l ly scored, h o w it will be mixed , h o w the 

titles will look , and, wi th a good studio, h o w it will be released. 

What it 's about will de t e rmine h o w it is to be m a d e ^ 

As I said earlier, m e l o d r a m a can have its o w n justif ication, 

because the ques t ion o f " W h a t happens nex t?" is o n e o f the de­

lights that ' s carried over f rom ch i ldhood . It was a th r i lhng feel-
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ing the first t ime we l istened to "Lit t le Red Riding Hood , " and 

we ' re still thri l led w h e n we see The Silence of the Lambs. T h a t is 

n o t to say tha t The Silence of the Lambs is on ly about its story. D u e 

to T e d Tal ly ' s fine writ ing, J o n a t h a n D e m m e ' s ext raordinary 

direct ion, and A n t h o n y Hopkins 's magnif icent pe r fo rmance , it 

is also an explora t ion o f two fascinating charac ters . B u t first 

and foremost , it is a nail-biter, a br i lhant s tory tha t keeps y o u 

terrified and guessing. 

Melodrama is a he igh tened theatricality that makes t he i m ­

plausible plausible. By going further,17seems^^ 

onthTUrien^ a first-rate w h o d u n i t tha t keeps y o u c o m ­

pletely off balance. I r e m e m b e r , w h e n I first read the script, 

shr ieking with joy w h e n it was finally revealed tha t they all 

dun it. T a l k about implausible! And after a bit o f t hough t , I 

realized it was about s o m e t h i n g e l s ^ n o s t a l g ^ } For m e , Agatha 

Christ ie 's wor ld is p r edominan t ly nostalgic. Even her titles are 

nostalgic. The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (wha t a name! ) . Murder on 

the Orient Express (wha t a train!) . Death on the Nile (wha t a r i ve r ! )— 

every th ing about her w o r k represents a t ime and a place tha t I 

never k n e w existed, and indeed, I wonde r i f they ever did. In 

subsequent chapters I hope to i l lustrate h o w the c o n c e p t o f 

nostalgia affected every single depa r tmen t tha t worked on Ori­

ent Express. And in the end, a forty-year-old Aga tha Chris t ie 

w h o d u n i t w o u n d up with six Oscar nomina t ions . 

B u t the re was a n o t h e r reason I wanted to do the pic ture . 

I had always felt tha t I'd seriously hu r t two movies by direct­

ing t h e m too ponderous ly . T h e y were The Group, by Sidney 

B u c h m a n , f rom Mary M c C a r t h y ' s book , and a h t t l e -known 

p ic ture I did called Bye Bye Braverman, by Herb Sargent , adapted 

f rom Wal lace Markfield's nove l To an Early Grave. T h e y simply 

weren ' t m a d e with e n o u g h l ightness o f spirit. 

Cer ta in ly The Group wou ld have benefited f rom a l ighter 

I; 
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comed ic feeling in its first twenty-five minu te s , so that its 

deeper seriousness cou ld e m e r g e slowly. O n e o f the book ' s 

leading characters , Kay, suffered f rom taking everything in life 

t oo seriously. T h e m o s t m i n o r p rob l em would , in her eyes, 

b e c o m e a crisis; t he m o s t casual r emark cou ld c h a n g e her rela­

t ionship to ano the r person. T o w a r d the end o f the movie , Kay 

is leaning ou t a window, b inoculars in hand, look ing for G e r ­

m a n planes dur ing Wor ld War II. S h e is conv inced an air a t tack 

on New Y o r k is i m m i n e n t . S h e leans ou t t oo far and falls to 

her death. T h e m o m e n t needed the kind o f c o m i c madness 

w h i c h turns to tragedy that , for example , Robe r t A l t m a n is so 

good at. 

Bye Bye Braverman was pract ical ly a perfect script. And I 

w o u n d up with a pancake instead o f a soufflé. A cast o f w o n ­

derful c o m i c a c t o r s — J a c k Warden, Z o h r a Lamper t , Joseph 

Wiseman , Phyllis N e w m a n , Alan King, Sorre l l B o o k e , Godfrey 

Cambr idge—was left floundering like fish o n the beach by a 

d i rec tor w h o takes funerals and cemeter ies t oo seriously. 

I k n e w tha t Murder on the Orient Express had to be positively gay 

in spirit. S o m e things we are na tura l ly ta lented for, and s o m e 

things we have to learn. S o m e things we jus t can ' t do. B u t I 

was de te rmined to get this mov ie gay, if I had to kill myse l f 

and everyone else to accompl i sh it. Y o u ' v e never seen anyone 

w o r k so in tensely on s o m e t h i n g m e a n t to be l ight in spirit. B u t 

I learned. (Again, the specifics will be dealt wi th in later chap­

ters .) I don ' t t h ink I wou ld have handled Network as well i f it 

hadn ' t been for the lessons I learned o n Orient Express. 

I cou ld go down the list o f m y movies , dissecting the reasons 

I did t h e m . T h e reasons have varied f rom needing the m o n e y 

to being involved with every part icle o f m y being, as I was with 

Q& A. T h e who le process o f m o v i e m a k i n g is magical , so magi -
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cal, in fact, tha t it often serves as sufficient justif ication for o n e 

to go to work . Just m a k i n g the mov ie is enough . 

O n e last word, however , on why I say yes to mov ie A and n o 

to mov ie B . Over the years, critics and o thers have r emarked 

tha t I 'm interested in the judicial system. O f course I am. S o m e 

have said m y thea ter roots show because o f the n u m b e r o f 

plays I've done as movies . O f course they do. T h e r e have been a 

b u n c h o f movies involving parents and chi ldren . T h e r e have 

been comedies , s o m e done badly, s o m e bet ter , as well as m e l o ­

dramas and a musical . I 've also been accused o f being all over 

the place, o f lacking an ove rwhe lming t h e m e tha t applies to all 

m y work . I don ' t k n o w if that ' s t rue or no t . T h e reason I don ' t 

k n o w is tha t w h e n I open to the first page o f a script, I 'm a wil l­

ing captive. I have n o preconce ived no t ion tha t I wan t the 

body o f m y work to be about o n e par t icular idea. No script has 

to fit in to an overall t h e m e o f m y life. I don ' t have one . S o m e ­

t imes I'll l ook back on the w o r k over s o m e years and say to 

myself, " O h , that's wha t I was interested in t hen . " 

Wha teve r I am, whatever the work will a m o u n t to, has to 

c o m e ou t o f m y subconsc ious . I can ' t approach it cerebral ly. 

Obviously, this is r ight and co r r ec t for m e . Each person m u s t 

approach the p r o b l e m in wha tever way works best for h im . 

I don ' t k n o w h o w to choose work tha t i l luminates wha t m y 

life is about . I don ' t know wha t m y life is about and don ' t e x a m ­

ine it. M y life will define i tself as I live it. T h e movies will define 

themselves as I m a k e t h e m . As long as the t h e m e is something^ 

^ ^ ^ ^ f . . ^ l ^ î i L ^ ~ t S to start work . 
Maybe w o r k i tself is wha t m y life is about . 

Having decided, for whatever reason, to do a movie , I r e tu rn 

to tha t a l l -encompass ing, crit ical discussion: W h a t is the mov ie 

about? W o r k can ' t begin unt i l its l imits are defined, and this is 
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the first step in tha t process. It b e c o m e s the riverbed in to 

wh ich all subsequent decisions will be channe led . 

The Pawnbroker: H o w and w h y we create ou r o w n prisons. 

Dog Day Afternoon: Freaks are n o t the freaks we th ink they 

are. We are m u c h m o r e c o n n e c t e d to the m o s t ou t rageous be­

havior t han we k n o w or admit . 

Prince of the City: W h e n we try to c o n t r o l everything, every­

th ing winds up con t ro l l i ng us. No th ing is wha t it seems. 

Daniel: W h o pays for t he passions and c o m m i t m e n t s o f the 

parents? T h e y do, but so do the chi ldren, w h o never chose 

those passions and c o m m i t m e n t s . 

The Fugitive Kind: T h e s t ruggle to preserve wha t is sensitive 

and vulnerable bo th in ourselves and in t he wor ld . 

The Anderson Tapes: T h e m a c h i n e s are winning . 

Fatl-Safe: T h e m a c h i n e s are winning. 

12 Angry Men: Listen. 

Network: T h e m a c h i n e s are winning . Or, to bo r row f rom the 

N R A : T V doesn ' t co r rup t people; people co r rup t people. 

Serpico: A portrai t o f a real rebel with a cause. 

The Wiz: H o m e , in the sense o f self-knowledge, is inside you . 

(Th i s was t rue o f the bri l l iant Gar land movie and o f L. F rank 

B a u m ' s b oo k . ) 

Running on Empty: W h o pays for the passions and c o m m i t ­

m e n t s o f t he parents? 

The Seagull: W h y is everyone in love wi th the w r o n g person? 

(It 's n o accident tha t in the last scene the principals play cards 

a round a table, as i f eve ryone got a bad deal and n o w needs a 

l i t t le l uck . ) 

Long Day's Journey Into Night: I m u s t s top here . I don ' t k n o w 

w h a t the t h e m e is, o t h e r than whatever idea is i nhe ren t in 

the title. S o m e t i m e s a subjec t c o m e s a long and, as in this case, 

is expressed in such great writ ing, is so e n o r m o u s , so all-
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encompass ing , tha t n o single t h e m e can define it. T ry ing to 

pin it down limits s o m e t h i n g tha t shou ld have n o hmits . I a m 

very lucky to have had a text o f that magn i tude in m y career . I 

found tha t the best way to approach it was to ask, to investi­

gate, to let t he play tell m e . 

A cer ta in a m o u n t o f this goes on in every good piece o f 

work , o f course . With Prince of the City, I had n o idea h o w I felt 

about the leading charac te r , D a n n y Ciel lo, unt i l I saw the 

c o m p l e t e d pic ture . Wi th Serpico, I was cons tan t ly ambiva lent 

about his charac te r . He was such a pain in the ass somet imes . 

Always kve tch ing . Al Pacino made m e love htm, n o t the 

scripted charac te r . The Seagull is total ly ambivalent about be­

havior. Everyone is in love with the w r o n g person. T h e t eacher 

Medvedenko loves Masha w h o loves Kons tan t in w h o loves 

Nina w h o loves Tr igor in w h o belongs to Arkadina w h o is 

really loved by Dr . D o r n w h o is loved by Paulina. B u t n o n e 

o f this prevents t h e m each f rom having their o w n dignity and 

pathos , despite their seeming foolishness. T h e ambiva lence is a 

source o f explor ing each cha rac te r in greater and greater 

depth. Each person is like all o f us. 

B u t in Long Day's Journey Into Night, n o o n e is like any o f us. 

T h e charac te rs are on a downward spiral o f epic, tragic p ropor ­

t ions. T o m e , Long Day's Journey defies definition. O n e o f the n ic­

est th ings tha t ever happened to m e happened on tha t picture: 

the last shot . T h e last sho t o f the movie is o f Kathar ine Hep­

burn , Ra lph Richardson , Jason Robards, and Dean S tockwel l 

sitt ing a round a table. Each is lost in his or her o w n addictive 

fantasy, t he m e n f rom booze, Mary T y r o n e f rom m o r p h i n e . A 

distant l igh thouse sweeps its beam across t he r o o m every 

forty-five seconds. T h e c a m e r a pulls back slowly, and the walls 

o f t he r o o m gradually disappear. S o o n the charac te rs are sit­

t ing in a black l imbo, get t ing tinier and t inier as t he l ight 
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sweeps across t h e m . Fade out . After he saw the movie , Jason 

told m e tha t he had read a le t ter o f Eugene O'Neil l 's in wh ich 

he describes his image o f his family "si t t ing in blackness , 

a round the table- top o f the wor ld . " I hadn ' t read tha t let ter . 

M y hear t leapt wi th happiness. T h a t ' s wha t happens w h e n you 

let t he mater ia l tell you wha t it 's about . B u t the mater ia l had 

be t te r be great. 

Y o u and I m a y disagree about the m e a n i n g o f a par t icular 

piece. T h a t ' s no t impor t an t . W h o e v e r is m a k i n g the movie has 

the r ight to his or her o w n in terpre ta t ion . I 've loved and ad­

mi red any n u m b e r o f movies tha t I felt were about s o m e t h i n g 

o t h e r t han wha t I was look ing at. In A Place in the Sun, George 

Stevens made a wonderful , h ighly r o m a n t i c love story. B u t the 

r e sonance o f the Dreiser b o o k on wh ich it was based b e c a m e 

the hear t o f the p ic ture for m e , t h o u g h I hadn ' t read it at the 

t ime . It was really " A n A m e r i c a n Tragedy" : the dreadful price 

tha t a m a n pays for his bel ief in the A me r i c an m y t h . T h e i m ­

po r t an t th ing is tha t the in terpre ta t ion by the d i rec tor be c o m ­

mi t t ed e n o u g h so tha t his in ten t ion , his po in t o f view, is clear. 

Each person is t hen free to agree, re ject , or be awakened to his 

or he r o w n feelings about the piece. We ' re n o t ou t for consen ­

sus here . We ' re ou t for c o m m u n i c a t i o n . And some t imes we 

even get consensus . And that 's thri l l ing. 

Righ t ly or wrongly , I 've chosen a t h e m e for the movie . How 

do I pick the people w h o can help m e t ranslate it to the screen? 

We ' l l get in to the specifics later, as each aspect o f m o v i e m a k i n g 

is analyzed. B u t the re is a general approach as well . For e x a m ­

ple, in the late fifties, walking down the C h a m p s Élysées, I saw 

in n e o n a sign over a theater : Douze Hommes en Colère—un Film 

de Sidney Lumet. 12 Angry Men was n o w in its second year. F o r t u ­

na te ly for m y psyche and m y career , I 've never believed it was 

un Film de Sidney Lumet. D o n ' t get m e wrong . Th i s isn ' t false m o d -
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esty. I 'm the guy w h o says "Pr int ," and that 's wha t de te rmines 

wha t goes up on that screen. For those tha t have n o t been on a 

set: o n c e a scene has been rehearsed on set, we begin to shoo t 

it. Each t ime we shoot , it 's called a take. We m a y shoo t o n e 

take or thir ty o f the same m o m e n t . W h e n e v e r a take seems 

satisfactory in who le or in part, we call out , "Pr in t ." T h a t 

means tha t the take will go to the lab to be developed and 

pr inted for us to look at the nex t day. T h e pr inted takes are 

wha t cons t i tu te the final film. 

B u t h o w m u c h in charge a m I? Is the movie un Film de Sidney 

Lumet!' I 'm dependent on weather , budget, wha t the leading 

lady had for breakfast, w h o the leading m a n is in love with. I 'm 

dependent on the talents and idiosyncrasies, the m o o d s and 

egos, the pohtics and personalit ies, o f m o r e than a hundred 

different people . And that ' s jus t in the mak ing o f the movie . At 

this po in t I w o n ' t even begin to discuss the studio, financing, 

distr ibution, marke t ing , and so on . 

So h o w independent a m I? Like all bosses—and on set, I 'm 

the b o s s — I ' m the boss on ly up to a point . And to m e that 's 

what ' s so exci t ing. I 'm in charge o f a c o m m u n i t y tha t I need 

desperately and that needs m e just as badly. Tha t ' s whe re the 

joy lies, in the shared exper ience . A n y o n e in tha t c o m m u n i t y 

can help m e or hu r t m e . For this reason, it's vital to have the 

best creative people in each depar tment . People^who can cha l -

l e n g e j ^ o ^ to work at y o u r best, n o t in host i l i tyjbut in a search 

^^Ll^^.J:^^^'^--- ^ P ^ ' ' ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ d isagreement becomes 

unresolvable , but that 's on ly as a last resort . It 's also a great 

relief. B u t the joy is in the give-and-take. T h e joy is in talking 

to T o n y Wal ton , the p roduc t ion designer on Prince of the City, 

about the t h e m e o f the movie and t hen seeing h i m c o m e up 

with his expression o f tha t t h e m e . Hiring sycophants and 

servants is selling the p ic ture and myse l f shor t . Yes, Al Pa-
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c ino chal lenges you . B u t on ly to m a k e y o u m o r e hones t , to 

m a k e you probe deeper. Y o u ' r e a bet ter d i rec tor for having 

worked wi th h im. Henry Fonda didn' t k n o w h o w to fake any­

thing, so he b e c a m e a b a r o m e t e r o f t r u th against wh ich to 

measu re yourse l f and o thers . Boris Kaufman, the great b lack-

and-whi te c inematographe r , wi th w h o m I did e ight movies , 

wou ld wr i the in agony and argue i f he felt a c a m e r a m o v e ­

m e n t was arbitrary and unmot iva ted . 

G o d knows , I 'm n o t arguing for a c o n t e n t i o u s set. T h e r e are 

directors w h o th ink they have to p rovoke people to get the 

best w o r k o u t o f t h e m . I t h ink this is madness . T e n s i o n never 

helps anyth ing . A n y a th le te will tell you tha t tens ion is a sure 

way o f hu r t ing yourself . I feel t he same way about emo t ions . 

I t ry to c r e a t e ^ y e r y loose set, filled wi th jokes and c o n c e n ­

t ra t ion . It sounds surprising, bu t the two things go toge ther 

nicely. It 's obvious tha t g o o d j a l e n t s have wills of j their own , 

and these m u s t b e r e s p e c t e d a n ¿ e n £ ^ Fart o f m y j o b 

is to get eyerybqd^^fu^^ best. And if I've hired 

the best, t h ink h o w m u c h bet te r their best is t han tha t o f the 

not -so-bes t . 

T h e hear t o f my j o b — t h e decisive m o m e n t — c o m e s w h e n I 

say "Pr in t , " for it is t h e n tha t every th ing we 've been work ing 

for is p e r m a n e n t l y recorded. How do I k n o w w h e n to say it? 

I 'm n o t really sure. S o m e t i m e s I'll feel tenta t ive about a take, 

bu t I'll pr in t it anyway. I don ' t have to use it. S o m e t i m e s I feel 

so sure tha t I'll p r in t on ly tha t o n e take and m o v e on to the 

n e x t setup. ( T h e se tup is the preparat ion for the nex t take. 

M o v i n g o n to the nex t se tup is a t r e m e n d o u s c o m m i t m e n t . 

W e have to tear down every th ing f rom the last setup, wh ich 

m a y have taken hours o f work , perhaps a day or even days, to 

prepare . I f it 's t he last se tup on a par t icular loca t ion , the deci­

s ion is even m o r e final, s ince we will be m o v i n g o n and m a y 
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n o t be al lowed to r e tu rn . ) S o saying "Pr in t" is m y biggest 

responsibility. 

T h e r e have been t imes w h e n I have pr inted the first take 

and m o v e d on . Th is is dangerous , because accidents happen. 

T h e labora tory can ruin t he film. O n c e , a w o r k s toppage o c ­

cur red at a lab in New Y o r k . T h e bastards just left t he film in 

the tank. A w h o l e day's w o r k o f n o t jus t m y movie , but all 

the movies sho t in New Y o r k tha t day was ruined. O n c e , the 

film was being delivered to the lab in a s tat ion wagon, wh ich 

got in to an accident . Cans o f exposed negative rol led all over 

the street , and s o m e cans had the tape ripped f rom t h e m and 

those takes were ruined. A n o t h e r t ime , on The Anderson Tapes, 

we had set up wha t was clearly a funeral for a mobs t e r outside 

the original St . Patrick's Ca thedra l at Mulbe r ry and H o u s t o n 

streets in Little Italy. I cou ld sense tens ion developing. A n u m ­

ber o f g o o m b a h s were suddenly get t ing sensitive about the way 

their relatives were being port rayed. (I don ' t have to tell you 

tha t it was a shakedown. ) Alan King was playing a gangster in 

the movie . He p lunged r ight i n to the middle o f a par t icular ly 

hefty g roup o f six guys. T h e i r voices grew louder . Finally, I 

heard o n e o f t h e m : " W h y do we got ta be a b u n c h a hoods alia 

t ime! W e got artists too!" 

Alan: " W h o ? " 

G o o m b a h : "Miche l ange lo ! " 

Alan: " T h e y already did tha t mov ie . " 

G o o m b a h : "Yeah? Wit ' w h o ? " 

Alan: " C h u c k l e s Heston. It fell on its ass." 

B u t t he s i tuat ion was serious. T h e assistant d i rec tor c a m e to 

tell m e tha t he 'd heard o n e o f the local gen t ry m u t t e r i n g 

about "ge t t in ' t he fuckin ' negative!" O u r m o b guys are very 

sophist icated in New Y o r k . So after each shot , we b roke oflF the 

negative and gave it to a terrified p roduc t ion assistant, w h o 
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quie t ly slipped away and b r o u g h t the negat ive up to the T e c h ­

n i co lo r labs on the subway. 

B u t wha t leads m e to say "Pr in t " is comple t e ly inst inct ive. 

S o m e t i m e s I say it because I feel inside m e tha t it was a perfect 

take, wh ich we' l l never improve on . S o m e t i m e s because it's 

ge t t ing worse with each take. S o m e t i m e s there ' s n o cho ice . 

Y o u ' v e run ou t o f l ight, and you ' r e due to shoo t in Paris t o ­

m o r r o w . T o u g h luck . Print it and hope tha t nobody sees the 

c o m p r o m i s e . 

T h e greatest pressure in m o v i e m a k i n g is w h e n y o u k n o w 

tha t you 've got on ly o n e take to get the shot . Th i s happened 

on Murder on the Orient Express. Picture the fol lowing: We are in 

this e n o r m o u s shed in a railway yard jus t outside Paris. Inside 

the shed stands a pant ing, snor t ing six-car train. A w h o l e train! 

All m ine ! Not a toy train! A real train! It has been assembled 

f rom Brussels, w h e r e the Wagon-Lits C o m p a n y keeps its old 

cars, and f rom Pontar l ier in t he F rench Alps, w h e r e F rench 

Nat ional Railways keeps its old engines. We have buil t a set o f 

the Is tanbul railroad stat ion in London , t ranspor ted it to Paris, 

and e rec ted it in t h e shed, so tha t t he shed has b e c o m e the Is­

t anbu l t e rmina l o f the Or ien t Express. T h r e e hundred extras 

are assembled on the " t ra in p l a t fo rm" and in the "wait ing 

r o o m . " T h e shot is as follows: T h e c a m e r a is o n the Nike, a six­

teen-foot moto r -d r iven c a m e r a dolly. It is in its low posit ion. 

As t h e train starts toward us, t he c a m e r a "dol l ies" forward to 

m e e t it and is at t he same t ime being raised to about the middle 

o f t h e train 's height , about six feet. T h e train picks up speed 

c o m i n g toward us as we pick up speed c o m i n g toward the 

train. By the t ime the cen t e r o f the four th car has reached us, 

we have a full c lose-up o f the Wagon-Li t symbol . It 's very 

beautiful, gold on a b lue background . It fills t he screen. As it 

passes us, we pan the c a m e r a to fol low the Wagon-Li t symbol 
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unt i l we 've tu rned o n e h u n d r e d eighty degrees and are facing 

in the opposi te direct ion. W e have n o w risen to the full he ight 

o f t he c rane , s ixteen feet, and we are shoo t ing the train going 

away f rom us, get t ing smal le r as it goes. Finally, we see on ly 

the two red lights o f the last car as the train disappears in to the 

blackness o f the night . 

Geoflfrey Unswor th , t he br i lhant Brit ish c inema tog raphe r , 

had taken six hours to l ight this e n o r m o u s area. F o u r o f ou r 

stars—^Ingrid B e r g m a n , Vanessa Redgrave, Alber t F inney, and 

J o h n G i e l g u d — w e r e appearing in plays in London . T h e y fin­

ished their Sa turday n ight pe r formances , were flown over to 

Paris Sunday m o r n i n g , and had to be back in L o n d o n for their 

shows o n Monday . T h e sho t had to be done at n ight , s ince 

there 's n o t m u c h mys te ry and n o t near ly so m u c h g l a m o u r 

in a train leaving a s tat ion in daylight. Besides, we had to vacate 

the shed for t he F r e n c h Nat ional Railways at 8:00 a.m. M o n ­

day. We cou ldn ' t rehearse t he shot even o n c e , because Geofi" 

needed the train in place o n the p la t form to l ight t he w h o l e 

scene . T h e end o f the shed t h r o u g h wh ich the train exited 

wou ld be open to t he ex te r ior o f the railway yards, wi th all 

m o d e r n Paris behind it, w h i c h was a n o t h e r reason we cou ld 

have n o daylight. 

Peter M c D o n a l d is the finest c a m e r a opera tor I have ever 

worked with. T h e c a m e r a opera to r actual ly tu rns t he wheels 

that po in t the c a m e r a in any direct ion. T h e r e is also a focus 

pul ler ; his j ob , obviously, is to keep focus. B u t that ' s n o t so 

easy w h e n the c a m e r a is m o v i n g o n e way, the train is mov ing 

the o the r , and you ' r e going to pan the c a m e r a a r o u n d o n le t ­

ters ( "Wagon-L i t " ) , whe re it is very easy to see i f t he focus is 

n o t perfect . He's work ing at a lens s top o f 2.8, w h i c h makes t he 

focus even m o r e difiicult. In addition, the re is t he m a n driving 

the dolly toward an ob jec t ( t h e t ra in) whose speed he will 
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never have seen, and a grip ( s tagehand) on the t o n g u e ( t h e 

coun te rwe igh ted jib a r m on wh ich the camera , t he c a m e r a 

opera tor , Geof f U n s w o r t h , and I will be s i t t ing) . T h e tongue 

allows the c a m e r a to be raised or lowered in height . T h e c o o r ­

dinat ion a m o n g these four m e n has to be perfect . Peter re­

hearses t h e m over and over, bu t he's on ly guessing, because 

the train c a n n o t be m o v i n g whi le Geoff is l ight ing it. 

Finally, it 's 4:00 a.m., and I 'm get t ing nervous . Geof f is w o r k ­

ing his tail off, t he e lectr ic ians are runn ing , everyone ' s t rying 

his hardest . At 4:30, Geof f is ready. M y hear t skips a beat. I 

k n o w n o w that we will have on ly o n e c rack at it, because the 

sky will start to l ighten at 5:10. T h e r e is n o way we can get the 

train back in to the shed, s top it on an exac t m a r k , and be set to 

try it a second t ime in forty minu tes . Besides, t oo m u c h regu­

lar train traffic will have begun, so the necessary t rack swi tch­

ing w o n ' t be available to us. The re ' s n o t h i n g to do bu t go for it. 

Extras in place, eng ine brea th ing, hearts pounding , we roll the 

camera . I call out : " C u e the t ra in ." T h e bil ingual F r e n c h assis­

tan t cues t he engineer . T h e train starts toward us. We start t o ­

ward the train. T h e t o n g u e starts up, raising the c a m e r a with 

it. T h e focus pul ler is already star t ing to shift focus toward the 

on rush ing Wagon-Li t logo on the four th car . It 's upon us so 

fast tha t it 's hard to fol low by eye, m u c h less t h r o u g h a c a m ­

era. Peter whips tha t c a m e r a a round with a speed tha t makes 

m e glad he insisted I l ock m y seat belt. T h e train bursts ou t o f 

the shed and disappears in to t he night . Peter looks at m e , 

smiles, gives a t h u m b s up. Geof f smiles, looks at m e . I l ook 

down to t he script girl and very quiet ly say: "Pr in t . " 

A n o t h e r e l e m e n t tha t impinges on h o w m u c h in charge I 

a m is the budget. I 'm n o t o n e o f those directors w h o says, 

" S c r e w the c o m p a n y ; I'll spend wha t I have t o . " I 'm very grate­

ful to a n y o n e who ' s given m e un to ld mi l l ions to m a k e a 
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movie . I cou ld never raise tha t kind o f m o n e y myself. I w o r k 

on the budget with the p roduc t ion m a n a g e r and on the sched­

ule wi th the assistant d i rector . T h e n I do every th ing h u m a n l y 

possible to stay wi thin those hmits . 

Th i s is par t icular ly i m p o r t a n t on pictures n o t funded by a 

m a j o r studio. S o m e o f t he pic tures I've done have been c o m b i ­

nat ions o f private financing and the selling off o f " ter r i tor ies ." 

It works as follows: Let's say the p ic ture is budgeted at $10 mi l ­

l ion. O f this, $3 mi l l ion is in wha t we call " above - the -hne" 

costs: proper ty , director , p roducer , writer , actors . T h e o the r $7 

mi l l ion is for "be low- the - l i ne" c o s t s — t h a t is, every th ing else: 

sets, loca t ions , t rucks , s tudio rental , loca t ion and studio crews, 

cater ing, legal fees (which are e n o r m o u s ) , music , editing, m i x ­

ing, e q u i p m e n t rental , living expenses, set dressing ( furni ture , 

cur ta ins , plants , e tc . ) . " B e l o w - t h e - l i n e , " in o the r words, is t he 

cost o f the physical p roduc t ion o f the movie . Y o u don ' t have 

m a j o r s tudio backing, so the p roduce r goes to any or all o f the 

yearly mee t ings in Milan , Cannes , or Los Angeles and tries to 

sell t he distr ibution rights for t he mov ie to individual distri­

butors in France , Italy, Brazil , J apan—every c o u n t r y in t he 

world . I f he can hold on to the television rights, he can t hen 

sell those off c o u n t r y by c o u n t r y . Videocasset te r ights. Cable 

television rights. In this way, he slowly accumula t e s t he $10 

m i l h o n needed to m a k e the movie : $2 m i l h o n f rom Japan, $1 

mi l l ion f rom France , $75,000 f rom Brazil , $15,000 f rom Israel. 

No offer is t oo smal l . 

For this to work , however , two things are necessary. First, 

the p roduce r m u s t have an Amer i can distr ibution deal, a guar­

an tee tha t the mov ie will be released in the Uni ted States . T h e 

second necessi ty i r a c o m p l e t i o n b o | i d ^ h i c h is exac t ly wha t it 

says. Given by a c o m p a n y with ample financial resources , t he 

c o m p l e t i o n bond guarantees tha t the p ic ture will be c o m -
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pleted. I f t he leading ac tor dies, i f a hu r r i cane destroys the set, 

if a fire burns the studio down, they, the c o m p l e t i o n bond 

c o m p a n y , having ex t rac ted wha t m o n e y s they can f rom the 

insurance c o m p a n y , will finance the c o m p l e t i o n o f the movie . 

B u t par t o f their c o n t r a c t — a n d this is s tandard—reads that i f 

t h e j ) r o d u c t i o n is falling beh ind schedule and/or r u n n i n g over 

budget while shooting, t he bond ing c o m p a n y can take oyer the 

movie! T h e y have the r ight to t h e n save m o n e y any way they 

like. I f t he original scene t o o k place at the opera wi th six h u n ­

dred extras, they can d e m a n d tha t you s h o o t it in the m e n ' s 

r o o m o f t he opera house . I f you refuse, they can fire you . I f 

you were going to m i x the sound t rack in s u r r o u n d stereo, 

they can m a k e you do a m o n a u r a l mix , because it costs m u c h , 

m u c h less. T h e y o w n the mov ie at that poin t . T h e i r fee, by the 

way, is anywhere f rom 3 to 5 pe rcen t o f the budget o f the 

movie . 

I ask again, h o w free a m P In teres t ingly e n o u g h , I don ' t 

m i n d l imita t ions . S o m e t i m e s they even s t imula te y o u to bet-^ 

ter, m o r e imaginat ive work . A spirit m a y develop a m o n g the 

c rew and cast that adds to the passion o f the movie , and this 

can show up on-sc reen . O n cer ta in pictures , I 've worked for 

u n i o n m i n i m u m , and so have the actors . W e did Long Day's Jour­

ney Into Night tha t way. We did it because we loved the mater ia l 

and wan ted to see the p ic ture made n o m a t t e r what . We 

fo rmed a cooperat ive , Hepburn , Richardson , Robards , S t o c k -

well , and myself, each o f us work ing for the same m i n i m a l sal­

ary. W e divided the profits ( t he re ac tual ly were s o m e profits) 

in equa l shares a m o n g ourselves. T o t a l cost o f the pic ture: 

$490,000. The Pawnbroker was done this way. T o t a l cost : $930,000. 

Daniel, Q & A, The Offense were all done this way. T h e s e are 

a m o n g the mos t artist ically satisfying pic tures I 've done . At 

o t h e r t imes, because I felt t he p ic ture had l i t t le c o m m e r c i a l 
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potent ia l and have been grateful tha t a studio pu t up the 

m o n e y , I 've done the un th inkab le . I 've taken less m o n e y than 

m y "established pr ice ," as I did on Running on Empty. I 've never 

regret ted it. 

I 've found also tha t ac tors are very will ing to go a long with 

these a r r angemen t s if they love the mater ia l , feel it 's risky, and 

k n o w tha t eve ryone else will be going a long on the same basis. 

In addition to the Long Day's Journey cast, Sean C o n n e r y has gone 

for a m i n i m u m level on this kind o f adventure . Nick Nol te has, 

as have T i m o t h y Hu t ton , Ed Asner , t he bril l iant p roduc t ion 

designer T o n y Wal ton , the superb c inema tog raphe r Andrzej 

Bar tkowiak . S o m e t i m e s I've even asked c rew m e m b e r s to do it; 

s o m e have, s o m e haven ' t . B u t guess w h o have never gone 

a long. T h e teamsters . 

M a n y o f the money-sav ing t echn iques I've learned o n low-

budget movies can and shou ld be used on n o r m a l l y budgeted 

movies . Lots o f e c o n o m i e s can be made , with n o sacrifice o f 

quaUty. For example , I s h o o t a scene^ w h e t h e r in the studio or 

on loca t ion , by finishing ogjeach^w^^ Envision the fol lowing: 

A r o o m has four wal l s—le t ' s call t h e m wall A, wall B , wall C, 

wall D. S tar t ing with m y M wall A, I keep) 

shoo t ing e v e j r y ^ h ^ t j n ^ h i c h ^ I keep 

m o v i n g in against wall A unt i l the last c lose-up against that 

wall has been shot . T h e n we^shi^^^ go t h r o u g h the 

same process . T h e n wall C, t h e n wall D . T h ç r e a s o r j ^ r this is 

tha t wheneve r the c a m e r a has to c h a n g e its angle m o r e than 

15 degrees, it 's necessa^y^o j re l igh t . Lightinjg^is t h e m o s t t ime 

c o n s u m i n g (and therefore m o s t expensive) part o f m o v i e m a k ­

ing. Mos t re l ight ing takes min ima l ly two hours . Four rel ight-

ings take an ent i re day! Just m o v i n g to shoo t against wall A, 

t hen tu rn ing a round 180 degrees to shoo t against wall C is 

usually a fou r -hou r job , a ha l f day's work! 
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O f course , the actors are shoo t ing c o m p l e t e l y o u t o f se­

q u e n c e . B u t that 's o n e o f the benefits o f rehearsal . I rehearse 

for a m i n i m u m o f two weeks, s o m e t i m e s th ree , depending on 

the c o m p l e x i t y o f the charac ters . W e had n o m o n e y to m a k e 

12 Angry Men. T h e budget was $350,000. T h a t ' s r ight: $350,000. 

O n c e a chai r was ht, every th ing tha t t o o k place in tha t chair 

was shot . Wel l , n o t qui te . We w e n t a r o u n d the r o o m three 

t imes: o n c e for n o r m a l l ight, a second t ime for the rain c louds 

gather ing, wh ich changed the qual i ty o f t he l ight c o m i n g f rom 

the outside, and the third t ime w h e n the overhead lights were 

t u rned on . Lee C o b b arguing wi th Henry F o n d a wou ld obvi­

ously have shots o f Fonda (against wall C ) and shots o f C o b b 

(against wall A) . T h e y were sho t seven or e ight days apart. It 

m e a n t , o f course , tha t I had to have a perfect e m o t i o n a l m e m ­

ory o f the intensi ty reached by Lee C o b b seven days earlier. 

B u t that ' s whe re rehearsals were invaluable. After two weeks 

o f rehearsal , I had a c o m p l e t e graph in m y head o f where I 

wan ted each level o f e m o t i o n in t he mov ie to be. We finished 

in n ine t een days (a day unde r schedu le ) and were $1,000 under 

budget . 

T o m Landry said it: It 's all in the prepara t ion. I ha te the 

Dallas Cowboys , and I 'm n o t t oo crazy abou t h i m and his 

s h o r t - b r i m m e d hat. B u t he hit t he nail o n the head. It is in 

the prepara t ion. D o ^ m o u n t a m s ^ ^ ^ ^ 

neity?<;5Cbsolutely nS t . ^ | ' ve found tha t it 's jus t the opposite. 

^When yoirRnow w h a t y o u ' r e doing, y o u feel m u c h freer to 

improvise . 

O n m y second p ic ture . Stage Struck, a scene be tween Henry 

Fonda and Chr i s tophe r P l u m m e r t o o k place in Cen t r a l Park. I 

had sho t m o s t o f the scene by l u n c h t i m e . We b roke for an 

hour , k n o w i n g tha t we had jus t a few shots to do after l u n c h 

to finish t he sequence . D u r i n g l u n c h , s n o w started to fall. 
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W h e n we c a m e back, the park was already covered in whi te . 

T h e snow was so beautiful, I wanted to redo the w h o l e scene . 

Franz Planner , the c a m e r a m a n , said it was impossible because 

we 'd be o u t o f l ight by four o ' c lock . I qu ick ly restaged the 

scene, giving P l u m m e r a new e n t r a n c e so tha t I cou ld see the 

snow-covered park; t hen I placed t h e m on a b e n c h , sho t a 

mas te r and two close-ups. T h e lens was wide open by the last 

take, bu t we got it all. Because the actors were prepared, be­

cause the c rew k n e w w h a t it was doing, we jus t swung with 

the wea the r and w o u n d up wi th a be t te r scene. Preparat ion al-

lows the " l u c k y acc iden t" tha t we ' re always hoping for to hap­

pen. iFhas happened~many t imes since: in a scene be tween 

Sean C o n n e r y and Vanessa Redgrave in the real Is tanbul for 

Murder on the Orient Express; in a scene be tween Paul N e w m a n and 

C h a r l o t t e R a m p l i n g in The Verdict; and in m a n y scenes with Al 

Pacino and various bank employees in Dog Day Afternoon. B e ­

cause everyone k n e w wha t he o r she was doing, pract ical ly all 

o f t he improvisat ion w o u n d up in the finished movie . 

S o — o n to specifics. Shal l we talk about writers? 


