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INTRODUCTION

This book is a sequel to a volume of interviews published by Pantheon in 2001, My First Movie, in which I talked to twenty leading filmmakers about their debut films. So positive was the response to the first book on the part of readers and critics alike that when I was offered the chance to edit a second collection of interviews, it wasn’t hard to make a decision. Once I’d agreed to do the book, the next step was to decide on a wish list of potential interviewees. Based as it was in New York, Pantheon naturally wanted a handful of the interviews to be with directors familiar to American audiences. Apart from this, I had free rein. Looking back at the first volume, I realized that, as much by accident as design, the majority of the directors I had interviewed came from the United States and Western Europe. I therefore decided that for the second collection I would try to shine a light on various filmmaking worlds—such as those of India, Asia, Latin America, and Eastern Europe—a little farther from the epicenter of the global industry in Los Angeles.

At the same time it struck me that a second volume of interviews would provide the perfect opportunity to pursue various hares that had been set running by the first book. For example, several directors had talked about the American indie film Slacker as a source of inspiration for their early efforts. I could now approach the film’s writer and director, Richard Linklater, and try to discover what it had been like to bequeath a buzzword to an entire generation. Similarly, although I’d interviewed the Indian filmmaker Mira Nair about her experience of making Salaam Bombay! in India, her training had been as a documentarist in the United States. Wouldn’t it be interesting, I thought, to hear about the experiences of someone—such as Shekhar Kapur—whose early career had been forged in the tangled web of Bollywood?

Of course, there were directors I wished to meet for no greater reason than that I was a fan of their work. For example, I’d long marveled at the work of the Balkan filmmaker Emir Kusturica, whose extraordinary, anarchic films seemed almost to explode with vitality and zest. What, I wondered, had it been like to begin making feature films under Communism? There were also directors who not only represented particular filmmaking worlds but whose individual stories I thought would be interesting for the book’s readership. The Japanese director Takeshi Kitano, for example, had started out as an elevator operator in a comedy club in Tokyo before embarking on a career as an internationally acclaimed film director. The director of Amores Perros, Alejandro González Iñárritu, had been a successful radio DJ in his early twenties before segueing sideways into commercials and then film. In Britain, Sam Mendes had traveled a road few first-time directors could even dream of—being asked to make his debut film by a Hollywood studio and then, as if that weren’t accomplishment enough, winning no fewer than five Oscars for it.

Once I had drawn up a short list of potential interviewees, I began to send out requests for interviews. My agent had told me with great confidence that she thought it would be far easier to persuade the directors to participate in the second book than the first. After all, on this occasion they would be able to look at the first book and so have an idea of what they were getting into. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Although several of the directors I’d set my heart on quickly came back with a positive response, I also had a number of responses to the effect that a particular director was too shy, too busy, or, and this was implied rather than stated, too downright important to have the time to devote to a book interview. Most of these kind of replies came from PRs, people who for some reason seem to have proliferated in the world of American indie directors. Although discouraging, at least these responses were polite. This cannot be said of all my communications with the directors’ intermediaries. On one occasion, for example, I called a Hollywood agent to request an interview with his client. Before I had finished my first sentence, the phone had been slammed down and I found myself listening to the dial tone. Nothing personal, I concluded. I simply wasn’t important enough to waste more than thirteen seconds on. Luckily I had already found a different route to the director in question. Once he was aware of the request, I received a phone call from his assistant saying he would be more than happy to meet with me. The interview proved to be one of the most interesting in terms of the insights it yielded into the filmmaking process, and the director himself proved to be one of the most charming people I met on my travels.

As in the first volume, the interviews took place in a wide variety of locations: bars, bistros, restaurants, dubbing theaters, and the directors’ homes, with children running around at our feet. Perhaps the most memorable in this regard was the interview with Emir Kusturica, which took place as we drove at breakneck speed between his office in Belgrade and his village in the Serbian countryside. Emir’s driver seemed to see it as a matter of honor that he overtook every vehicle on the road, frequently dipping back into our lane the instant before we smashed into some oncoming truck. As Emir quietly discussed various weighty matters such as the similarities between John Ford and Diego Maradona—in terms of their extraordinary spatial awareness—I found myself fantasizing repeatedly about the newspaper headlines the following day, should we both be killed in mid-interview. When, after some particularly close call, I expressed my alarm, Emir dismissed my anxiety with a regal wave of the hand. “Don’t worry,” he said of his driver. “He may be fast, but he’s very safe.”

Fear, of course, is a basic element in every director’s experience of making his or her first film. In a memorable phrase, Lukas Moodysson described his debut as a director as “bungee-jumping without ropes.” Yet this fear is as nothing compared with the fear of not making your first film or, worse, not making the film you set out to make. In this regard, development people came in for particular criticism for their dogged refusal to understand a filmmaker’s vision. Lukas Moodysson—whose enormously successful first film, Show Me Love, had initially been turned down by the Swedish Film Institute—said he had been advised by his teacher at film school never to trust the judgment of someone who hadn’t made a film. Accordingly, when he was advised to make changes to the script by an employee of the Institute, he smiled and nodded, then completely ignored her comments.

Development people weren’t the only villains in the drama, however. Sometimes a whole industry came in for criticism. Alejandro González Iñárritu, for example, railed against all the people who had failed to support his early efforts to realize Amores Perros, blaming what he regarded as the venality of the Mexican industry. He remembered going to a successful producer in Mexico City and asking how he might find a foothold in the domestic industry. The producer’s reply was to ask Alejandro if he had family already in the industry. When he explained that he didn’t, the producer’s response was a chilling one. “If you don’t have a family in the film business, you should look for one.”

On a broader level, many of the directors complained that the global industry has become even more corporate and business-oriented than ever before. “I sometimes feel disappointed and ashamed to be part of this industry when I see how much shit is being produced every year all over the world by these huge corporations,” said Alejandro González Iñárritu. On the other hand, the emergence of digital technology has paradoxically meant it is now easier to make a film than ever before. After all, as Richard Linklater explained, the technology of filmmaking isn’t rocket science. Stanley Kubrick, he said, didn’t learn how to load a camera until the first day of shooting on his first film. “I belong to the Stanley Kubrick school of filmmaking,” he added.

Another theme that emerged with enormous clarity in the interviews was the essential madness of filmmaking. Nowhere was this more evident than in Bollywood, where producers put up their homes and valuables as security when financing pictures. Shekhar Kapur remembered a producer who’d just made a film visiting his uncle, Dev Anand. “Have you made any sales yet?” asked his uncle. “Oh yeah, yeah,” replied the producer with pride. “Sold my house. Sold my wife’s jewelry.” Even those working on microbudgets had to take relatively large risks to make things happen. As Richard Linklater put it in relation to Slacker’s $23,000 budget, “It sounds like nothing, doesn’t it? But when you don’t have anything, it’s a lot!” Accordingly, he maxed out his credit cards and borrowed money on a film he didn’t consider remotely commercial. Not your normal risk-reward structure, certainly. Yet it was a gamble that paid off in Linklater’s case. Looking back, he concludes that whatever freedom he now possesses as a filmmaker is directly attributable to the risks he took on his first full-length film.

Linklater cites Werner Herzog’s dictum about doing whatever you have to do to make your first film, including stealing film stock and working in the sex industry. Yet it would be wrong to suggest that all filmmakers had to go through such extremes to make their mark. When the French director Agnès Jaoui was approached by Gaumont, who wanted to turn her hit play, Cuisine et Dépendances, into a film, so strong was the figure of the auteur in French cinema, it was assumed she would want to direct the film herself. Only when both she and her writing partner, Jean-Pierre Bacri, both turned down the opportunity was another director hired. In some cases a director had been so successful in another field that a film’s backers were prepared to support their fledgling efforts despite having no evidence of their filmic talents. According to Takeshi Kitano’s longtime producer, Masayuki Mori, the backers of Violent Cop were confident that Kitano’s reputation as a TV comedian would ensure that the film made money at the box office. “They had no expectations in regard to the birth of Takeshi Kitano, the director,” he added.

Whatever its backers’ expectations, Violent Cop went on to be a massive critical and commercial success in Japan. In Kitano’s case, such success simply built on the foundations he’d already laid in his career as a popular entertainer. But for many of the directors I met, success was a new experience, and one that was sometimes double-edged. Lukas Moodysson, whose first film, Show Me Love, not only grossed more than Titanic in Sweden but was also hailed as a masterpiece by no less a figure than Ingmar Bergman, recalls that for three months after the release of his film, everyone in the world seemed to be smiling at him. It didn’t last, he says somewhat wistfully. Similarly, Sam Mendes remembers that after winning an Oscar for American Beauty, he went through eighteen months of paranoia when he distrusted people’s motives for wanting to know him. “It’s gone now,” he says. “My Oscar’s in a safe deposit box, where it’s been for four years.”

Success with your first film may bring with it unforeseen pressures and burdens, not the least of these being the question of how to follow it with your second film. But in the context of this volume, it is worth noting just how exceptional an experience such success actually is. Many films are made every year that will never be seen or released, let alone showered with praise and awards by critics and audiences alike. Even so, first-time filmmakers never seem to be in short supply. Indeed, judging by the explosion in festival entries around the world, more people are making films now than ever before. Bearing this in mind, I hope the stories in this volume, though for the most part narrated by filmmakers whose first films launched successful careers, will be a source of inspiration and encouragement for all filmmakers currently making their first films, and for all those to come.
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Richard Linklater

SLACKER

Can you say a little about your upbringing?

I was born in Houston and lived there my first ten years. My parents divorced when I was seven, and eventually my mother got a teaching job in Huntsville, Texas, which is about seventy miles northeast of Houston. So I moved there when I’d just turned ten. And that was quite different from Houston. When you live in a big city there’s a lot going on, art museums, the zoo, pro sports teams, and so on. And then we moved to this pretty small town, eighteen thousand people, and there was a university and the state prison there. We were always moving around. Even in that town we moved every year. My mom was struggling, I guess. So I think I had a semirural Texas upbringing—because this was a small town with a lot of ranchers and a church on every corner, a really small, conservative town. But on the weekends I’d go and visit my father in Houston and go to movies and art museums. So I had this small town/big town upbringing. I’m thankful for this because I would see a movie in Houston and I would go back and tell my friends about it in Huntsville. And then it would show up in Huntsville six weeks later. So I was always ahead of the curve, culturally speaking. On the other hand, I only left Texas once before I was twenty!

         

Were movies already something you were interested in as a kid?

No, no. Movies were very far away. They were just magical things you went and saw. I liked every movie I saw up to a certain age. I just liked movies. I still do. But the thought that you could make a movie—I can’t explain how far that was from my thinking. The idea that I could ever make a movie never entered my mind until college. Now kids are very aware of the process. But then, movies just showed up. Oh, here’s the cowboy movie! Every week it was a new movie. They were just social things we’d go to. But I was a writer from an early age. I was the fifth-grader writing the story that the teacher would read aloud to the class. In sixth grade we did a production of Julius Caesar and I ended up a kind of co-director to the teacher. I naturally took a lead role. So I think I had a feel for it. I wrote a play in junior high that got performed for the faculty. Looking back, some of it makes sense, but I didn’t really think about it much at the time. I was probably most interested in sports. It wasn’t until college that I started to take a couple of theater classes and started to think about film. That’s a huge jump, though. I just went from junior high to college.

         

Can you say a little about your high school years?

I had a pretty mediocre education, although I had an influential English teacher in my third year of high school. I was in this advanced class—which I wasn’t really qualified to be in, as I didn’t have particularly good grades—but the teacher before had recommended me because I’d written something she liked. We wrote a lot, and our teacher actually showed us Battleship Potemkin and we had to analyze it. So I started thinking about film a little bit. In my senior year I remember four of us wandered into a midnight screening of Eraser-head. The three people I was with were ready to go about twenty minutes in. They were like, “What the fuck is this?” I was like, “I’m not going anywhere.” Maybe I couldn’t explain what I was watching, but I couldn’t take my eyes off it. But in general I didn’t have many serious thoughts in my head at that time. I was just being a kid. I’m amazed at how shallow I was at that age. I read now what other people were doing at certain ages and I’m really envious at how advanced they were and what great educations they received. I was just the opposite. I was a jock, chasing girls and just doing the dumbest shit! [Big laugh.] I mean, I had these sparks and inklings. I had this vague notion I wanted to be a writer someday. But I was not taking anything seriously. I was just trying to have a good time. I had been through some existential teenage crisis, depressing myself. By the end of high school I was just consciously putting that away and saying, “I’m just going to have a good time.” I was afraid I was going to drive myself crazy by thinking too much so I consciously wasn’t thinking for a couple of years there. That all changed in college again. It swarms back over you.

         

What happened after high school?

Luckily I received a baseball scholarship, because I’m not sure I would have been able to afford college otherwise.

         

What were you going to study there?

I didn’t really know. I was just drifting. I found myself taking a lot of English classes. I had a creative writing teacher who’d written novels and books of poetry and I enjoyed being around a bunch of people with writing ambitions. I also took a playwriting class that had a big impact on me. I never got around to taking all the requirements, all the biology and the things you have to take to get a degree. I was just taking classes that interested me. At some point I realized I was probably never going to graduate. I would have to take all these classes I wasn’t interested in. I was always a bad student in that way. I couldn’t stomach things I wasn’t interested in. I couldn’t be a good soldier and just get through it. Hence I was a pretty mediocre student, but what I liked, I liked a lot. This was the early eighties, and the VCR had just shown up, so once a week we’d watch a movie in the English department. You know, A Clockwork Orange, Chinatown, or something, and a teacher would lecture on it. Every English professor is also a film critic, a film thinker, right? So that was really interesting, thinking about movies. But what I was really into more than anything was theater. You know, studying playwrights, reading a lot of plays, writing a couple of plays. I had dialogue in my head. I remember hearing that Sam Shepard had gone to New York, worked as a busboy, and written for off-Broadway. And that just sounded cool. I was like, “I want to go to New York and write plays.” I was starting to have these romantic, artistic notions.

         

So what did you actually do?

Reality has a way of crashing down on you. I had this heart problem that prevented me from being able to run, which meant I couldn’t play baseball any longer. I legally could have kept my scholarship, but I thought I didn’t want to be in school and not be playing baseball. In the U.S. we’re all deluded into thinking like, “Oh, the world is open, you can be anything.” It was around this time I was starting to realize I was kind of a nobody from nowhere. The George Bushes of the world go to Andover and Yale. The class division in our culture was becoming really apparent to me. When you don’t have anything given to you and you don’t have money or anything, you’re like, “Okay, I’m going to have to find my own way through this, nobody is going to help me.” The path wasn’t laid out for me at all, especially with what I wanted to do, which was to write, be creative. The thought of having a real job was super-depressing. I would have been content to just live in a little closet and read all day and live on welfare. That would have been fine with me. I guess I knew what I didn’t want in life—that was very clear—but I was still reaching for what I did want. So I lucked into this summer job working on an offshore oil rig. I was making a lot of money for someone who’d only had a lot of crappy jobs that paid minimum wage. For the first time I was making enough money to save, you know, a hundred and thirty dollars a day, which is a lot when you’re used to making twenty dollars a day. I was living with my parents in Houston, my dad and my stepmother. I just had a room there and I was working all the time. So I thought, “Okay, I’m young, I have no idea what I want to do but at least I can save some money and buy some freedom once I know what I want to do.” Looking back, I’m amazed I had the discipline to say, “Okay, I’m not going to get anything accomplished in the next few years anyway, so I might as well set myself up for the future.” All I really wanted to do was read and watch movies.

         

What did your parents think about this?

I don’t know. I guess they liked the thought of me being responsible. And at least I wasn’t hitting them up for money.

         

You were improving yourself?

Yeah. I was still reading a lot. But I think no one had any idea where it was leading. I think there was a hope in my family that I would get back into school. Although we had no money, everyone got their college degree and did okay. So I was the least educated, and for a while there—for my entire twenties, actually!—I didn’t have much to show for myself. I just saved up a lot of money and read when I was offshore. And when I wasn’t working, that’s when the movie thing kicked in. This was the early eighties and there were still repertory and art cinemas in Houston. There was the River Oaks, the Rice Media Center, and the Greenway Plaza showing all the classics and the latest art-house releases. So I just found myself at movies. I’d see most of the mainstream movies that were out, but then also everything else I could find. I’d go home and read up on a particular director or actor I’d seen, or a book on the French New Wave or some other segment of film history. At some point I realized I wasn’t thinking about theater any more—it was all cinema all the time.

         

This was the beginning of your celebrated five years of three movies a day?
 
Yeah! All I really wanted to do was watch movies and read. Actually, I think that’s pretty much all I still want to do. [Laughs.] Anyway, somewhere in the two and a half years I was working offshore, I bought a book called something like The Technical Elements of Filmmaking, but it just sat there looming on the shelf for a long time. I knew I’d eventually pick it up, but I had read this Alfred Hitchcock quote in relation to film schools. He thought young people should see a lot of movies and learn as much as they could before they started making them. That kind of made sense to me, on a systematic level. I was certainly aware of the many film schools out there, and I knew there were kids my age, twenty-one or twenty-two, who were in school making films. I’d seen some shorts that had been made in and around the University of Texas in Austin. There had been a special program of them in Houston, and it made me think maybe Austin was the place to be. I was thinking I could move there and maybe eventually get into the film school. I also flirted with the idea of UCLA. My uncle lived in Southern California so I went out there and looked around a little. But then I realized I couldn’t get in because my grades weren’t good enough. Then I found out my grades weren’t good enough to get into the University of Texas, either. So I was thinking, “Oh wow, no one wants me.” But it was kind of good because at my core I’m pretty anti-institutional. Once in Austin I got to know some people who were in film school and I’d sit in on various classes. Often I’d hear the teacher and think, “You know what? There’s a reason I never liked the academic world.” I just thought my path would be on my own. I’ll learn from everybody, but I don’t think it’s in my cards to be accredited. So by the time I finally moved to Austin I’d already bought a camera, some editing equipment, and a bunch of film stock and started shooting film. I remember thinking, “This is it, this is what I’m going to do—no turning back.” I was never worried about the technical aspects of filmmaking because I was always good with that kind of stuff—it’s not that tough if you have a knack for it in the first place. The guy Stanley Kubrick rented his camera from taught him how to load it on the day he was shooting his first film. And I’m a believer in the Stanley Kubrick school of filmmaking! I’ve never understood people who are like, “I’m going to spend all this money and go through all this academic rigmarole so I can my lay my hands on a camera.” Just rent a camera or borrow a camera so you can use it all weekend. The technical apparatus of filmmaking is not that big a deal; it’s not that intimidating. Nowadays everybody owns their own digital cameras, so it’s almost not even an issue.

         

I read that you took some classes at the Austin Community College?
 
Yeah, at that time I hadn’t totally dumped the idea of going to film school, I guess, and to give myself a few options, I had to get my grades up by taking a few classes. It turned out to be the best thing I ever did. I took a film history and a film appreciation class in the same semester, thinking it would be easy and fun. It turned out I had to write about twenty-five papers, which was a bit grueling but exhilarating. Until then all my film studies had been on my own. I had seen all these movies alone. I was reading alone. I was living alone. Now I had to articulate my ideas on various films and different aspects of filmmaking and film history. If the assignment were to write a four-page paper on Citizen Kane or something, I’d write a twelve-page paper. If you had to write two pages on Brando in Last Tango in Paris, I’d write six. I was like, “Wow, too many ideas, too much to express!” The teacher, Charles Nafus, who still works with me in the Austin Film Society, semi-jokingly says I could have been teaching the class. But it was fun to rock ’n’ roll with it! At some point I gave up the idea of ever trying to get into film school—I realized I’d already seen so many movies, read so much about them, and eventually had made so many shorts and technical experiments that I was now too far ahead to go backwards. I didn’t know where that might lead, and I wasn’t a hundred percent sure I was a director, but I had a passion that would always guide me. I had movies in my head that I wanted to make, but if that didn’t work out, I figured I’d be writing about film or running a theater or be in distribution.

         

You said you bought yourself a camera. What sort of thing did you do with it?

Pure formal exercises. I’d read somewhere that your first film is always really tough because your ideas are always so far ahead of your formal abilities that it can be really frustrating. So I took the pressure off by admitting that it wasn’t going to be meaningful in any way other than as a technical exercise. I’d do an entire short film as simply a lighting or editing exercise. I’d do a film to practice camera movement. So I was very patient with myself, I guess. I’ve seen a lot of people starting out and they want to do everything at once and it’s just overwhelming and frustrating. You might start thinking you just can’t do this. Looking back, I’m amazed how patient I was with myself. I think filmmaking requires a certain kind of personality that can have extremely deferred gratification. Extremely! If you need an immediate response to your work, be a performance artist, be an actor, be something else, because it’s not going to happen in film. Ever. By the time you get that response, you’re on to your next film. By the time people see a movie that I’m just finishing, I’ve left that film behind. So you never get immediate feedback.

         

What about the people you’re working with?

Yeah, in the process, you get feedback from the people you’re working with—which is all that really matters.

         

You have to sustain yourself?

Yeah, and I was always good at that. I think it was growing up the way I did. I think I figured out early on you had to be your own best friend, give yourself a break because no one else is going to. I’ve studied people’s careers, you know, always asking, “So where did they go wrong?” It’s helped me to this day. Not too consciously, but like, “Oh, okay, great talent but too much drugs.” Or, “Got a little too big for his britches and fell.” Or, “Reached for too much independence and got crushed.”

         

You sound wise beyond your years!

It’s not a conscious thing. It’s a preservation thing. I’m an outsider with no connections in the industry. It’s certainly not my birthright to be doing this. So I was always kind of cautious about it. I never had a sense of entitlement.

         

Have you met many people with a sense of entitlement?
 
Are you kidding? All the time—and the more privileged the upbringing and the more expensive the film school, the more the sense of entitlement. It’s sort of a curse in the arts, which requires humility. So you have to have a long-term approach. I remember Godard being quoted as saying something about not getting to make your first film until thirty. I was sitting there, age twenty-two or twenty-three, thinking that’s a long way away. So I figured if that was the case, I’d work toward that, but in the meantime I had a low overhead, I wasn’t obliged to anyone, I didn’t feel compromised, I felt completely free. I have to say it was wonderful to not be in school and not be working because I had money to live on.

         

You were no longer working on the oil rigs?

No. I had gotten laid off and moved to Austin.

         

So what were you living on?

I had saved up all my money and moved to Austin with about eighteen thousand dollars, which was a lot of money in the early eighties. I’d saved up a bunch of money and bought all that film equipment. I was living on a few hundred a month so I was putting all my money into film stock—that was the area where I’d indulge myself. Anything related to film I would spend it on. In the rest of my life I would eat rice and beans and live in a little room. I had my priorities, that’s for sure. I had created a life for myself, how I could work. And I was thinking pretty long-term. I was going to watch a lot of movies, read and keep working on my own things. I had an idea for a feature I wanted to do. And after a couple years of shooting these little things, I was going to segue into a bigger piece that would be something I’d put more of myself and my thinking into.

         

When did you set up the Austin Film Society?

That was in the fall of 1985. It all started out of an upstairs flat that Lee Daniel and I were living in. He was working as an assistant cameraman in the local industry, shooting commercials and the occasional feature. We were both shooting a lot of Super 8 and some 16 mm shorts and wanted to see some more experimental films than what was showing. I was in the mood for making something happen. Like I said, so much of my filmmaking had been very solitary, and I was having to rediscover a part of myself that could be outgoing and get up the courage to go talk to a theater manager and say, “Hey, we want to show some films here and work out a business arrangement.” I was having to tap into the leader part of myself, which I knew I was going to need. If you’re ever going to get a film made, you have to be almost a hustler/criminal type of person. I was pretty far from that, so everything I did with the Film Society was like training. And it was fun to be taking my passion for film into the public arena. But it was always about a continuing film education—still is. If there was a director I liked and wanted to see more films by, we’d do a retrospective. That was a great education, but on top of that, it was nurturing a film culture in Austin that has made it easier to stay here and do what we do. And the Film Society is still around, bigger and better than ever.

         

When did you make your short film Woodshock?

Nineteen eighty-five. That was a film Lee and I made together.

         

What was it about?

There was this annual music event that took place right outside Austin, where all these punk bands played. Lee was shooting something else and had this 16 mm Aaton camera for an extra day. I’d bought all this ten-year-old 16 mm film stock, so we went out and spent a day shooting stuff, then about six months editing. [Laughs.] It was about seven minutes long and an homage to the “experimental films” of the sixties, a lot of which we were showing at the Film Society. Again, merely a technical exercise ultimately. But it was shot on 16 mm, edited, conformed, finished, sound-mixed, like an A-to-Z thing. I’m amazed at people who’ve never even made a short film who want to make a feature. That just seems so odd to me. That’s like saying, “I’m going to write a novel but I’ve never written a short story.” It just seems unfathomable to me.

         

Does that happen?

Yes. It happens all the time. If you have a little bit of juice, say if you’re an actor or a writer, you may get a chance. But even if you’re an Academy Award–winning writer, you should make a little seven-minute short before you make a feature. Just an A-to-Z thing. I keep telling people this. This is my mantra to first-time filmmakers. You don’t know what you don’t know until it’s too late. You can read every book, but you just don’t know what you don’t know. And I would really suggest learning it on your own at a low cost. Not blowing it on a million-dollar feature. You shouldn’t have those as learning experiences. My first two features were so low-budget I considered them outgrowths of the same kind of learning thing. I was still aware that bigger films were possibly ahead of me and I still didn’t know much.

         

Did you know from early on what kind of filmmaker you wanted to be?
 
Not really. I was a couple of films in before I realized, “Oh gosh, this must be who I am. I guess I’ll never be that other thing.” It’s kind of a sad day. Before you’ve done anything, the world is completely open, just like any actor starting out saying, “Oh, I want to be Meryl Streep or Robert De Niro.” At some point you look in the mirror and go, “Shit, okay, here’s who I am. I’m not that, but I am this.” You sense your limitations and learn to live with it.

         

A number of your later films are regarded as having a European feel to them, in the sense that they’re more talky than the average American movie. Do you think the Film Society affected your filmmaking because it opened you up to European influences?

Definitely, but all my initial shorts and my first feature weren’t dialogue-driven at all; I guess I wasn’t trying to express that much with them. Parallel to everything else I was doing early on, I was always enrolled in acting classes. I knew that was one more step I had to take. Having flirted a little bit with it in college, I was intimidated by it. But I knew I enjoyed it and had a feel for it. I just had to overcome a fear of it, knowing that such a big part of what I wanted to do in the future depended on it. I read an interview with Spielberg who said he got into acting classes when he was younger, never wanting to be an actor but just wanting to know what actors are about. I recommend that to everyone. Get up there. Study your monologue. Do it in front of people. Just know what that’s about. Just know the agony and ecstasy of that. That’ll help you tremendously. But I enjoyed acting. I studied it for years. I think it made me feel a closer kinship with actors, although I never pursued it myself and knew I didn’t have the personality to pursue it. I’m more of a behind-the-camera guy, but beyond that I really enjoy it. I appreciate the bravery of actors and I think actors sense that I like them. Even if I don’t articulate it, I think actors who work with me sense that I’m totally enthralled with what they’re doing because I admire it. Just the same way you’d admire a world-class athlete. Wow, you’re doing something that a lot of humans just can’t fucking do, whether you hit a baseball, shoot a basketball, throw a football, you just admire it on a physical, aesthetic level. When I’m working with great actors, I just admire it on all levels. I’m a big fan.

         

Can you tell me about your pre-Slacker Super 8 feature, It’s Impossible to Learn to Plow by Reading Books? It sounds like a Bolshevik tract!
 
Yeah! [Big laugh.] It’s a Russian motto on a T-shirt in the movie. It belonged to a friend of mine who was studying Russian in Montana. It’s printed in Russian on the shirt, but I mistranslated it later in the movie. That film is very much the precursor to Slacker in terms of where I was in life. That idler dropout mentality. Those two films were really my twenties.

         

What actually happens in it?

Nothing, you know? It’s a very minimal movie. Very Oblomovian. There’s a lot of travel. But you could argue that nothing happens. I had this idea about this lead character who’s not really a lead character. Kind of a no-name person traveling through time. Structurally it was designed around my limitations. But it was a big film in my development. It’s a three-thousand-dollar Super 8 movie, but it’s the first one I really thought about and put a lot of time into. And I wasn’t at that time certain that this would be my calling. I felt it in my heart, but I didn’t know for sure. So I put everything I had into it. I put all my passion into shooting and finishing it. The main thing is finishing it. That’s what I taught myself. I can conceive, shoot, edit—and finish. That’s the most important thing. I will see it all through to the end and learn a lot in the process. That’s been my kind of mantra ever since. So I spent about a year off and on shooting it, taking little trips. I took two trips on Amtrak and then I’d be back in Austin, editing and thinking about it. It was just scenes in and around my own life that I could fit into the movie. You know, getting my car repaired, house-sitting for my mom. The film is very nonverbal. It’s about a lack of communication. It’s like a lonely-guy-on-the-road movie, which is a subgenre unto itself. Two-Lane Blacktop would top the genre probably, with a healthy dose of Wim Wenders’s seventies movies. I haven’t seen Vincent Gallo’s Brown Bunny, but it sounds a lot like my first film, minus the blow job at the end, I guess.

         

Did it get shown?

Not really. I made it and proved to myself I could make a movie. I didn’t think the film really should be shown anywhere—I never submitted it to a festival or anything. It’s about as noncommercial as it gets, but it now has a home as bonus material on the Criterion Slacker DVD. When I finished it, I sent it to Monte Hellman because I’d seen Two-Lane Blacktop while I was editing Plow and was really inspired by it. And a few months later he sent me back a real sweet letter saying he’d really enjoyed it and thought I’d make more. It was a real shot in the arm. Someone I admired saying he predicted I’d go on to make more films. And that actually helped me with my local cronies—it really helped to have this letter from Monte Hellman saying he was looking forward to my next film. It was a small thing, but it was kind of a big thing, too.

         

Let’s talk about Slacker. How would you describe its evolution? Did it start with a single idea?

Yeah. It was like one of those “eureka, voilà” moments. It was about two in the morning and I was driving from Austin to Houston, where my family still lived. I was driving along and I was thinking, “Well, why couldn’t you just do a film where you meet a character and go with them for a bit and then go off with someone else? Why couldn’t you tell a story like that? It wouldn’t make any sense on paper, but you could just go with it. It would be purely cinematic, you know?” And that thought never left me. It was just planted. And then, sure enough, as I was getting closer to making it, I dug a little more and found out that, of course, there are precedents. I told my dad about it and he goes, “Oh yeah, Arthur Schnitzler. La Ronde!”

         

Was it always going to be called Slacker?

No, there were several working titles along the way. In my mind it would be a little more audience-friendly than Plow, which was the opposite of pleasing. You know, a purposefully alienating movie. This was much more of a fun idea—I thought it would be playful. It’ll go between these different characters and that’ll allow me to go into these different worlds, but seemingly in the same space and time continuum. I thought I could get all these actors to work for one day because then I wouldn’t need them again. So it was sort of designed around its limitations. And I would shoot it like a documentary. But what I had in mind was these long, elegant camera moves, which meant I needed a dolly. In this way, too, it’s different from Plow, where the camera never moves. This I saw as flowing. And in Plow no one talks much. And this, I thought, would be all talk. But just monologues. I guess I was interested in obsessed people. I was interested in the unconscious dialogue that’s going on in all our heads. But I was trying to make that work as film dialogue. I thought that would be funny and interesting. So much of the movie is these one-sided monologues. But I was surprised as anyone at it. Before that I would have thought, “I’m not that talkative really.” I wouldn’t be considered a bigmouth. But I was like, “Okay, this must be where I express that side of myself. I make talky movies!”

         

Did it have a long gestation period?

I was trying to get another film made, a more conventional script I’d written. But I never could raise the money for it. Looking back, I don’t know why I thought anyone would give me anything. So when I failed at that, I thought, “Okay, I’m going to make that crazy film I’ve been thinking about all these years. I can shoot it on 16 mm in my own backyard. I can get people to work a day here and there and maybe swing it on a kind of no-budget level.” I think there’s a kind of movie, which is often a director’s first movie or early movie, which I’d call the “backyard movie.” It’s the movie a director does in their own neighborhood for very little money. Scorsese’s was Who’s That Knocking at My Door? And then there’s Chan Is Missing, Return of the Secaucus 7, She’s Gotta Have It, Stranger Than Paradise. They’re all these first films that, if nothing else, are interesting anthropologically because they take you into a world where you get to know some people who are off the grid a little bit. Out of the mainstream. And as I was kind of living in the counterculture, I thought it would be fun to depict my own life and my friends’ lives.

         

How did it evolve? Was there a script?

Not a conventional script. I didn’t want a conventional script. That didn’t interest me. It was all about the process. I liked the idea of a Godard movie, where he’d just have notes to himself and notes about a scene, but he wouldn’t have a conventional script. So I was like, “Yeah, fuck the script!” But each day I had a script. By the time we were shooting, I had a script for that scene. But it’s how we arrived at that script which, to me, was the interesting process. In terms of what I wrote, the most important moment came in a twenty-four-hour span. I sat down in a little warehouse apartment in Galveston, Texas, and in a twenty-four-hour period wrote out the whole movie. What scene goes to the next and to the next. I wrote out what would be called the road map, the characters and connections. And that first pass was kind of close to what goes on in the movie. It wasn’t all off the top of my head, by any means. It was notes, it was poring through my own notebooks. I always liked that Godard quote about where your movies come from: twenty percent things you’ve heard, twenty percent things you’ve witnessed, twenty percent things you’ve read, twenty percent pure invention, and twenty percent something else I can’t recall! I’d call it a real kitchen-sink movie. I created a structure that could encompass a lot of unrelated material that wouldn’t fit together in a usual narrative—a weird little story or part of a story that you wouldn’t want to build an entire film around because it’s not substantial enough, but maybe here it’s a fun little three minutes.

         

I wasn’t certain if the characters were essentially playing themselves or if they were playing characters you had invented for them.
 
I didn’t want the actors to act in the traditional sense. I used to say, “We’re filming a documentary of you acting out fiction. So here’s a fictional situation, but I’ve cast you to do this because I think you can bring yourself to this.” So the casting process was really crucial. I had this outline with the characters I was looking for, but I was just trying to meet interesting people. Anne Walker headed up the casting, but we were all out there looking for people that stood out in some way, and recommending characters we knew from around Austin who could maybe do a certain part. There were very few professional actors. But my attitude was that it wasn’t about that. It was about whether I could make them comfortable so they could be themselves. Looking back, it was pretty bold. I didn’t know that it would be tough to have these four-minute monologues by nonprofessional actors and actually make them believable! That’s tough to pull off in any world. But our own naïveté was helpful. You just set up the rules of the film: “Hey, here’s what we’re going to do!”

         

Did you see many people when you were casting?

Yeah. But it was pretty specific. People would come in and we’d do these interviews and talk about what’s going on in their lives. And pretty early on I’d go, “Oh, maybe he could be the UFO guy, maybe he could be the one in the van.” You get talking to someone and you think, “Oh, you’d be good for this part.” And at that point I hadn’t really written the dialogue. It was very rehearsal-based. Before the first rehearsal I would write out what I would call sample dialogue. I’d just write the scene and give it to the actors and we’d often rewrite it to their specs and ideas. So it was pretty loose that way. Some scenes were as written and others were just transformed incredibly, based on what I felt was working. So it was all over the map. No two scenes were alike. It was just whatever worked for the movie. I think that’s what a director does. You’re sort of the conductor. Whatever works for the movie, you have the final say.

         

Could you tell me about the genesis of some of the characters? For example, the Pap-smear lady, the UFO obsessive, the woman in the bar who says she’s a doctor? They’re all so specific.

A couple of years earlier I was sitting in a little diner near Columbus Circle with a friend of mine. I look up and there’s a woman who kind of focuses on me and says, among other things, “You should never traumatize a woman with sexual intercourse.” So that actually happened to me. And then I cast this woman, Lori Capp, who’d worked with schizophrenics. She had actually worked in mental health and she remembered some of the behaviors and some of the speech patterns. So we got to talking about that and she said there’s a moment in a Bugs Bunny cartoon when Elmer Fudd says, “I own a mansion and a yacht, you know.” So we put that onto the end of it just because it was funny. I’ll never forget when Slacker premiered in New York at the New Directors/New Films series in the spring of 1991. It went over big with the New York audience; it was a real New York kind of film. In the Q-and-A afterwards, someone in the audience asked if everyone in Austin was crazy and wondered where we met all these people. And I said, “Who do you mean?” And they said, “Like that crazy lady sitting at the counter in that one scene.” And I got to tell them that happened to me about ten blocks from where we were! The UFO-guy dialogue, believe it or not, was mostly all written. I’m a minor-league conspiracy guy myself just because I think it’s amusing. But a friend of mine, Sid, was really hard-core. He came around and I told him up front, “Hey, I want to do this scene so let’s just talk.” And he didn’t know I was recording. I was taking notes but I was also recording. We talked for thirty minutes and he gave me some of his most far-out stuff. I’ll never know to what degree Sid believed all this stuff! He was a Film Society guy, came to all the movies, and was a friend. So as a director and an editor, I went through all this material and kind of fashioned this scene. And then casting the right guy was the big moment. Jerry Delony came in, and what was he talking about? That he’d had some sightings! It was like, ding-ding! Here we go! I spent more time on that scene with him than on most of the other scenes put together. It was a long scene. It was tricky. But he seemed perfect for it. And it was a lot of fun. And he threw in a lot of stuff, too. But that was actually more written than a lot of the others. Pre-written or at least preconceived. The Pap-smear scene was in two parts. When Teresa Taylor approaches the young man and woman who are already on the sidewalk, the story she tells in the first half of the scene is exactly the same story she told me a few years before. We were making Film Society T-shirts together, and she said, “Did you hear? Some guy pulled into town and was shooting at people.” It just seemed like an odd story, but I liked that. In most movies you would follow the guy in the car shooting at people. Isn’t that what movies are about? Let’s see the action. But this movie was more concerned with secondary sources and more about how someone might relate to an incident. So little actually happens in Slacker, but it’s people talking about interesting things and imagining worlds, re-creating worlds in their minds through dialogue. So I just had a hunch: “Oh, that’s kind of what this movie’s about. Someone telling a fantastic story while we’re hanging out on the street corner.” And the second part of the scene—when she’s peddling the Pap smear—was conceived on one of my trips to Montana when I was doing Plow. I met this guy, Matt Crowley, a pharmacy student/rock star kind of guy who eventually toured with the Jim Rose Circus Sideshow. We were sitting around in a bar in Montana and he was theorizing that the future of pornography might be something like Madonna Pap smears. And over the next few years that became something in my mind—a celebrity Pap smear that was worth something. I actually remember thinking that I didn’t want to date the movie. I mean, the movie’s very specific to a time and a place, but on another level I wanted it to be bigger than that. Not too pop-culture-y, ultimately. I remember thinking, “Will that date it? Will Madonna endure?” Then it’s like, “She’s been big for five years or so—seems like she’s in it for the long haul.” So in 1989 I made the commitment to Madonna and she hasn’t let me down. [Big laugh.]

         

One further character—the guy with the TV on his back. Where did that come from?

Again, it was an amalgam, like almost every scene. The guy, Kalman Spelletich, is a hard-core artist. He builds these wonderful machines, he’s a pretty fascinating dude. Around that time, he and a friend had a performance piece where they actually had the TV backpacks. So that was one reason for casting him. The idea of someone who lived for the televised image was something I’d come up with because it manifests one of the primary ideas of the movie about reality once-removed. He’s so into his video world that he talks about seeing a real knifing, but the blood was the wrong color. I’d had that experience in New York the summer before. I was getting on the subway, there had been a knifing, there was real blood, someone down. And I got a glimpse of it and it just looked weird. And I was like, “Okay, I’ve been subjected to tens of thousands of murders with all the TV and films I’ve watched, and here I am seeing the real thing, a pool of blood, and it looks a little weird, darker than I’d thought.” Then the train comes and you get on. It’s just a moment. So that’s just one idea that channeled itself into the scene. But then there’s an absurdist element to it, too. The idea that he has TVs on all the time. That one had been on for ten years straight. And making all those loops for the TVs, that was its own little production. I’d been saving up a lot of images. So that scene was one of the most time-consuming, hellish ones.

         

Slacker starts a pattern in your work, which is to make a film where the action takes place over one day. Was this deliberate?
 
It was twenty-four hours in the life of this town, seen through these people. Isn’t that an ancient Greek dramatic device? All of their dramas were very limited in time—a day or so, no more than two. And for me, having no story, it was a structuring device. Cinema is really all about structure, and that seemed to ground it. I wanted it to be completely out there on one level, unexplainable, but on another level I wanted an audience to be able to follow it. It was just a hunch. I didn’t have any huge ambitions for the film. I thought maybe it would play at some film festivals. I had some notion that maybe European television would be a possible outlet and I could get back the money I’d spent on it.

         

How much did it cost?

Twenty-three thousand dollars.

         

Where did that come from?

It sounds like nothing, doesn’t it? But when you don’t have anything, it’s a lot! I did all the typical things. You know, maxed out all my credit cards, sold things I could get money for. Did all kinds of illegal stuff. Looking back, I could have been arrested several times. I was right there on the criminal border, or actually far beyond the border. I was going to the Exxon station every night because I had an Exxon credit card and it was one of the few credit cards that hadn’t been canceled. I’d go there to get craft service for the crew. I would buy three dollars of gas and then I’d load up on gas-station groceries, water, Gatorade, chips, whatever I could buy there. And one night I had all these groceries and I gave the guy my card, and he was like, “Sorry, they’re rejecting your card and it says to keep it.” And I was like, “Well, okay, that gig’s up.” So I moved on to something else. I just kind of went for it. Looking back, I think whatever freedom I have now in the world is probably directly related to the risks I took unknowingly on that film. I mean, I really bet the farm. I bet everything I had on something I didn’t think would be commercial. I never thought it would get its money back. But I was just kind of compelled. It was kind of crazy. It really felt like it was an artistic, criminal undertaking. I can appreciate it when I hear Werner Herzog say [heavy German accent], “Steal the raw stock
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