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			“I’m offering up story all the time. That to me is what the movies are.”

				—WOODY ALLEN

			

		

	
		
		
			
			INTRODUCTION

			Woody Allen has so far written and directed forty-seven theatrical films and acted in twenty-seven of them, an average of one a year since 1969, a continuous body of work unmatched in modern cinema. This does not include five films he wrote but did not direct; three he acted in but did not write or direct; one he wrote and acted in but did not direct; and the television movies and shows he has written and directed. Nor does it include What’s Up, Tiger Lily? (1966), in which his dubbed dialogue turns the Japanese adventure film International Secret Police: Key of Keys into the hunt for a top-secret egg salad recipe. Why he works at such a pace is individual to him; how he works and what he has learned from others is, I believe, instructive for anyone who cares about moviemaking.

			The idea, the script, the money, the casting, the cinematographer, the locations, the production design, the costumes, the shooting, the editing, the music, the color correction, the mix: the movie. They come in many forms—studio pictures, indies made on shoestring budgets, niche films made for more, action franchises costing hundreds of millions. Star Wars or Stardust Memories, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone or Deconstructing Harry, no matter the film or its maker, each required vision, determination, and organization to get made. Every filmmaker relies on a vital array of assisting talents. Part of Woody’s uniqueness is the outstanding artistic contributors he has attracted and continues to attract to bring his vision to cinematic life. Along with a galaxy of great actors including Cate Blanchett, Michael Caine, Leonardo DiCaprio, Mia Farrow, Gene Hackman, Anthony Hopkins, Scarlett Johansson, Diane Keaton, Geraldine Page, Emma Stone, Charlize Theron, Max von Sydow, Dianne Wiest, and Kate Winslet, to name but a few, he has used the eyes of many of the world’s finest cinematographers, notably Gordon Willis, Sven Nykvist, Carlo Di Palma, Vilmos Zsigmond, Darius Khondji, and Vittorio Storaro. Santo Loquasto has provided brilliant production design for half his films, Juliet Taylor has overseen casting for nearly all of them, Helen Robin has kept production rolling for decades, Alisa Lepselter has edited the past nearly twenty films, and the other members of his crews are equally expert in their fields. He could not make his pictures without their valued contributions, but in the end, of course, each film is really his. He has had full control of every aspect of every one, beginning with Take the Money and Run (1969)—even though he has writer/director/actor credits on What’s Up, Tiger Lily?, he considers Take the Money and Run his first fully theatrical movie. Unlike with almost every other director, the financing of his movies does not depend on their box-office appeal or the cast he selects. His ideas go from his head to the screen with no impediment between, his scripts unseen by his financiers and distributors. Shooting is over when he is done, regardless if that means exceeding the allotted days in the budget and giving back the cost from his fees. He is present for and decides the editing of every frame, chooses the music, oversees the color correction and the sound mix, and approves the ads that appear in New York (because those are the ones he sees).

			
			Over the years there have been changes in how he makes a movie but few in how he writes one. Both because he has become more proficient and for budget constraints, he reshoots scenes far less often. Filming is faster—usually between thirty and thirty-five days instead of the eighty or more he sometimes needed in the past. He has become comfortable watching a scene unfold on a video monitor rather than observing it from beside the camera. He has taken to editing digitally and, as of 2015, to a digital camera in place of reels of film. His vision and his dedication, however, are unchanged. Now past eighty years of age, there has been no loss of drive or output by this deeply nuanced and singular artist.

			
			By good fortune rather than design, I have been talking with him about his movies and moviemaking since 1971. In the decades since, I have watched him make more than a half-dozen films from the first day to the last and parts of more than twenty others.

			His pictures and other projects flow so seamlessly from one to the next that they sometimes overlap. While this book has as its spine the making of Irrational Man, in the eighteen months that bookended it he also made Magic in the Moonlight, helped transform Bullets over Broadway into a Broadway musical, wrote Café Society, and created Crisis in Six Scenes, a six-part series for Amazon that he later acted in and directed. We were in conversation throughout, talking in his home, in his screening room, on walks along Manhattan’s streets. I was with him all through the making of Irrational Man. He gave me access without restriction as he scouted locations, decided on costumes, and considered his casting. I sat by him as he worked and we talked between shots about what he was doing, was with him in the editing room for both Magic in the Moonlight and Irrational Man, and watched as he screened several versions of each. I was present for all I describe here, taking notes as he worked and of what he and others said. More than thirty hours of longer, more formal interviews were recorded. Unless otherwise noted, his quotes as he worked on other films during the past forty-six years are from our conversations at the time.

			No two filmmakers work in an identical way; there is not a template that even slavishly adhered to guarantees a compelling movie. Craft is crucial but art is elusive. Copy every move of Bergman, Fellini, Kurosawa, Welles, Godard, Antonioni, Hitchcock, or Scorsese, and you might create a facsimile but not their work of genius. Yet brilliance often sparks innovation, and new art can emerge from observing how a master filmmaker proceeds.

			
			While there is clearly such a thing as a Woody Allen film, his themes vary over a wide range. There is a documentary here, a musical there. A few are in black and white, while most flow over the audience in rich, warm color. Some ask big questions about morality, others are strictly for amusement. Several show his feeling that there will be no judgment or salvation from an absent God, much as he might hope for a spiritual force to provide order and meaning. Others encompass flat-out comedy (Bananas); the fragility of marriage (Husbands and Wives); faux documentary (Take the Money and Run, Zelig); reality smothering fantasy (The Purple Rose of Cairo); identity and self-delusion (Blue Jasmine); a golden age mundane to those in it (Midnight in Paris); the virtue of loyalty (Broadway Danny Rose); the fickleness and benefits of fame (Celebrity); the vibrant era of his childhood (Radio Days); the primal attachment of parenthood (Mighty Aphrodite); a life imagined doubly, as a comedy and as a drama (Melinda and Melinda); the often stark difference between the man and the artist (Bullets over Broadway, Deconstructing Harry, Sweet and Lowdown); War and Peace told by Bob Hope, Ingmar Bergman, Charlie Chaplin, and Sergei Eisenstein (Love and Death); our futile fight against death (Shadows and Fog); a musical with voices purposely not suitable outside the shower (Everyone Says I Love You); generational family dynamics (Interiors, Hannah and Her Sisters, September); the unpredictability of love (Annie Hall, Manhattan, Vicky Cristina Barcelona, Whatever Works, Hannah and Her Sisters, and easily a dozen more); and the personal consequences—or lack thereof—of murder, done as comedy (Bullets over Broadway, Scoop), as straight drama (Match Point, Cassandra’s Dream), or both (Crimes and Misdemeanors, Manhattan Murder Mystery), and again as straight drama in Irrational Man, which was not titled until months after shooting ended and until then was referred to as The Boston Story, as it will be for a while here.

			This narrative chronicles every part of the making of Irrational Man, from when the idea occurred to when the film was ready for release. The narrative also references all of Woody’s other pictures and includes his comments on the directors, cinematographers, writers, and so many others he admires. The best filmmakers absorb the past and yet find their own vision, as you will experience in depth from the way this brilliant artist creates a movie, from start to finish.

			
			Eric Lax, January 2017

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			The Script

			Woody Allen lay fully clothed on the queen-sized bed in his bedroom that doubles as his workroom on the third floor of his Manhattan townhouse, writing a film script in longhand on a legal pad. A bed has been his routine writing spot for decades, even when he is staying in a hotel. What was not routine this day in February 2013 was that he was alternately working on two scripts: one a contemporary drama about a burned-out philosophy professor who unexpectedly finds renewed purpose by deciding to kill a judge he believes is about to ruin the lives of an innocent woman and her children; the other a romantic comedy set in the 1920s about a curmudgeonly magician enlisted to unmask a young woman with apparent powers as a spiritualist. Unsure of which to film that summer to follow Blue Jasmine, for which Cate Blanchett won a Best Actress Oscar and his script a Best Original Screenplay nomination, he worked several days on the comedy until his enthusiasm waned and then switched to the drama—until his zest for that one flagged and he returned to the comedy. He might stay with one idea for fifteen minutes or three days before being distracted by the other. Though far from normal, there have been several occasions when he has written simultaneously on two ideas and at least one when he wrote three successive separate scripts in twelve weeks before he had the one he wanted. “I lose confidence,” he said while switching between these two, “and I sometimes panic and think, ‘Don’t try and fix this. Jump ship.’ ”

			But in this instance when he liked both ideas he temporarily fell victim to “obsessional indecision.” He picked one and plunged in because he could “see everything falling in place so beautifully—the magician vanishes the elephant and they call him in to help expose the spiritualist and he meets the beautiful girl with the pre-Raphaelite hair.” But the idea quickly went “from idealization in my mind to actuality on the printed page and from the Platonic ideal of perfection to all the warts,” so he moved back to the murder. He calls this the “automatic anxiety of second-guessing,” manifesting his concern that anything he writes will not be the best follow-on to the last film insofar as variety of subject. He says he “could be sitting with Gone with the Wind or A Day at the Races” and still be anxious that he’d made the wrong choice. While he remains hostage to his uncertainty, his aim is to tell a tale that draws in the audience: “I’m offering up story all the time. That to me is what the movies are.”

			
			When Woody finished the handscript of the comedy about the magician in March, he sat at the small table in the corner of his room and used the same Olympia portable typewriter he has had for his entire career to type on yellow foolscap what was on the legal pages, now covered with cross-outs and overwriting in his cramped script.

			He then made more changes with a ballpoint pen on what he typed, cut and stapled portions of these further edited pages together, and sent them to Helen Robin, his longtime associate producer, who has typed clean versions of his screenplays for nearly thirty years. He is the sole arbiter of his work. There is no outside authority who can make changes.

			“His script is almost prose,” she says. A character’s “name may be on the left side. As I’m typing it I use a script program that formats on the page but I decide to make a scene cut based on where he’s written. My typed version goes back to him with his copy, and after a few days I get back a combination of the original yellow typed pages with cutouts of some of what I’ve typed stapled and mixed in with handwritten changes. Then I do the next revision and send it to him. That generally goes on until we shoot, usually two to four revisions.”

			When she returned the first version of the script three days later, he sent her the drama about the professor. Both scripts were soon sent to a few trusted readers, including his sister, Letty Aronson, a producer of his films, and Juliet Taylor, who cast them for more than forty years until her retirement in 2016.
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			No matter the choice, it would be the forty-fourth film written and directed by him in as many years. Such a regular schedule of filming requires nearly metronomic timing, and it allows him to live largely in a world of his own manufacture. Growing up in Brooklyn in the 1940s, he “used to run into the cinema to escape—twelve or fourteen pictures a week sometimes,” and cinema is still his refuge: “I get to make the films I want to make, and so for a year while I make a picture I get to live in that unreal world of beautiful women and witty men and dramatic situations and costumes and sets and I can manipulate reality. I’ve escaped into a life in the cinema on the other side of the camera rather than the audience side of it.”

			Because his alternate life in the movies is so complete, by temperament he cannot begin working on the idea—or ideas—for the next film until the current one is far enough along for him to uncouple emotionally, which usually occurs immediately after he finishes editing and decides on the music.

			He does not lack for choices. He told his friend Dick Cavett in the 1960s, “I can’t imagine that life could be long enough for me to do the number of projects I have in mind.” In a drawer in his workroom is a bag full of scraps of paper with possibilities jotted on them, usually no longer than a sentence or two. Always among them is a constantly updated snippet that reads, “Best three ideas currently.” Some notes in the drawer are new additions, others have been there for years—concepts he likes but that have stalled. The Purple Rose of Cairo (1985), in which a movie character walks off the screen and into the audience, fermented for years until Woody realized that both the escaped character and the actor who plays him would become involved in the life of a woman who watches the movie every day to escape her dreary Depression-era life.

			“The world is strewn with very good ideas that don’t go anyplace,” he said after completing both new scripts. “It happens all the time, to me and everybody. They get a great idea: A guy walks down the street and finds a wallet and he goes to a house and there’s a dead body on the floor. Then what?” He laughed. “It’s the then what? that kills you.”

			
			The comedy about the magician and the spiritualist was another idea he had stored for years, unable to answer what followed after he had established the premise: A world-renowned magician is asked by his lifelong friend, an illusionist of lesser stature, to expose the suspected chicanery of a young woman who seemingly can discern the most private information about people and communicate in séances with their dead relatives. She and her mother, who travels with her, have been embraced by the matron of a wealthy family in gratitude for “connecting her” with her departed husband. The friend explains that the matron is about to give the pair a large donation to establish a foundation for psychic research and that the matron’s son has fallen desperately in love with the clairvoyant. There is concern that she will filch the family fortune.

			The script had its genesis ten or fifteen years earlier, when Woody and Marshall Brickman—with whom he wrote Sleeper (1973), Annie Hall (1977), Manhattan (1979), and Manhattan Murder Mystery (1993)—discussed writing a film about a fake medium and a magician set in the early twentieth century, when spiritualism was at the peak of its popularity. The magician, who is also an escape artist, begins to lose his nerve; he becomes increasingly reluctant to be chained up in a milk can and thrown into the sea and soon ends up in psychoanalysis. Called on to debunk a spiritualist, he accepts the task with brio but soon falls for her. (Woody once read that the great magician and escape artist Harry Houdini was asked to debunk a medium and she fell for him.) Woody liked that the picture could be easily and inexpensively filmed, mostly in a house, but despite many attempts over the years to advance the story, “it never went anyplace until finally it hit me that the friend who enlists his help is in on the deal.” He would make sure in writing the script that viewers would not suspect the friend’s duplicity. “Once I had that, I had the whole thing. But for years I didn’t have that.”

			In the script, the magician, supremely confident that he will be able to expose the necromancer in no time, instead is confounded by her arcane knowledge about him and his family. His cockiness is replaced first by irritated confusion, then wonder, then hope that after a lifetime of doubt and disbelief in a spiritual world there may actually be one—until finally he realizes that the friend he has trusted and therefore not suspected has given her the detailed personal information.

			
			He enjoyed writing the script so much that he “wasn’t sure if it was good enough to do” because such pleasure might have blinded him to problems.

			He alternately worked on the tale of the murderous philosophy professor, which, because he thought the place to make it would be at a college in Boston, became The Boston Story. It also had rested some years in the drawer after being sparked by a dinner conversation with an acquaintance of his wife, Soon-Yi Previn. The friend was in a protracted court battle with her contractor. She complained that the judge was biased toward the contractor’s lawyer: they smiled at each other in the courtroom and the judge consistently ruled in his favor, even though she felt she had clearly shown that the promised work hadn’t been finished and what had been completed leaked.

			“I was thinking at the table,” he said after finishing the script, “if I kill the judge, she’d get a shot at another judge—couldn’t be worse than this one, probably would be better—and no one in the world will dream I was involved. I have no connection, no motivation, nothing to do with it. No one will suspect me for a second. It seemed like an interesting idea.”

			As he always does, he toyed with it comically to see if that would be more effective than a drama, but a drama it became. The professor poisons the judge by surreptitiously switching an identical container of toxic orange juice for the unadulterated one the judge has just bought. Because the men have no known connection, he gets away with it and finds himself transformed from passively suicidal to aggressively life affirming. Then weeks later an innocent man is charged with the crime and the moral dilemma is whether the professor will follow his high philosophical ideals and turn himself in or, feeling alive for the first time in ages, try to kill a friend, the one person who knows what he has done, making that death seem accidental and thus avoiding prosecution for either murder.

			
			Woody considered the mitigating argument that although the judge is corrupt he could well be a decent and loving father and therefore should be spared, but he felt, as a character in the film says, “That’s like those Mafia bosses who do horrible things…we’re supposed to cut them slack because they’re wonderful to their wives and children?” To him, it was, “Too bad, it’s not enough.”

			To sidestep that concern, he wrote the judge as a man without a family. As for the professor, he wanted him “to be seen as a psychopath,” and to make the point “that murder is not a solution” but rather “leads you down a slippery slope to where you might have to kill somebody else to keep going. If I haven’t ruined it in the writing, I think it will be an interesting movie. If you saw this in black and white done by a French or Italian writer and director in the golden age of foreign films”—along the lines, say, of Claude Chabrol’s 1958 thriller Le beau Serge, which drew on Alfred Hitchcock’s 1943 Shadow of a Doubt, in which the protagonist tries to commit the perfect murder—“you’d think, ‘Hey, this is a great film.’ I’m not saying that’s so on my end, but it has inherent in it a mature idea. It’s a bread-and-butter, meat-and-potatoes adult story.”

			There are two distinct phases to a Woody Allen script, best summed up by Marshall Brickman: there is the writing, and then there is the writing it down. The writing, during which nothing is actually written, consists of Woody working out in his head every detail of the characters and the plot. Dialogue comes later. What the characters will say is unknowable until it is determined what they will do. Once that is clear, their words will be almost self-evident.

			“This is the worst part,” Woody says, referring to a period of several weeks during which he alternately lies on his bed, paces the room, and, for “a refreshing change of environment,” takes long showers to unlock his thoughts. It is a time of “obsessive thinking” and constant discomfort, during which his hypochondria is in full bloom, his acid reflux is on high burn, and he is in a state of physical exhaustion. The story is constantly at the forefront of his mind, although it has a use-by date. If after a month the way through it remains unseen, the idea is abandoned or thrown in the drawer and replaced with a new one.

			
			“In a chess game,” he adds, “I can’t see one move ahead. But when I’m writing a script—and it can be a fairly complicated one with lots of characters—I can see far ahead and work out my problems.” He likens the process to writing a symphony. “The theme begins here but it’s going to resonate three movements later, and if this is wrong, that is going to be terrible.”

			He makes no notes or an outline. Early in his career he read Playwright at Work by John Van Druten (I Remember Mama; Bell, Book and Candle; The Voice of the Turtle) and was persuaded by Van Druten’s insistence that a writer should know his story so well that an outline is unnecessary. So he lets it play through his mind in its various possibilities.

			“I’m thinking, ‘The professor is coming to the college. He’s dying to have the job,’ and I pursue that for a day. Then I think, ‘No, no, it works better if he’s jaded and they want him but he wants to quit teaching,’ and I pursue that for a day. Then I go back to the first possibility, then the second. I think, ‘No, it’s definitely best if he doesn’t want the job and he’s emotionally had it. Then he has an affair with another teacher and maybe she’s married. No, no, it might be better if he has a relationship with one of his students, the daughter of a teacher. Or she gets a crush on him but he would never have a relationship with her because he’s her professor.’ I think out these notions, tracking them to their logical conclusions to see which offer the most substantial material.”

			Something he constantly guards against is clever writing for the sake of being clever. “You can’t just have people sitting around making what you hope are wise insights or witty remarks because while they’re saying these things the audience is not thinking, ‘Hey, that was a great Shavian epigram.’ They’re hearing it as the dialogue of characters in a certain situation: he’s saying this because she’s thinking this and he wants to get on her good side. They’re watching the action of the story. When you lose sight of that, and we all do—I certainly do—you think you’re infusing your piece with wisdom, but you’re committing suicide. You’re just militating against the audience’s enjoyment.”

			
			Unlike the weeks of thinking through the story, the writing it down seems startlingly easy. He says that once the plot is clear in his mind, “I can lie and write there on that bed all day and it just comes. I’m not writing a play, so it’s not like George S. Kaufman, where every sentence has to be perfect. I just write, and when I rewrite I might change it completely. It’s film, so characters talk like people in real life, they’re not speaking poetically like Tennessee Williams writes because in my films that would sound artificial.” The day he sees the path through the story is the day the work goes from “very, very unpleasant” to “exhilarating. I have so much energy; I’m almost manic in my conversation. I just bounce along the street and do things like I’m twenty years old.” His chronic problem is finding the right ending. It is likely that it will change along the way, and in some instances, such as Annie Hall, not be resolved until he finishes editing. (Annie and Alvy meet as friends, and then he speaks directly to the audience.)

			Because he is in essence writing a guide for him to direct, his screenplays are widely dissimilar from what a director of a studio film is usually given. He says he admires many movies but few scripts because “through the history of film, screenwriters have gotten the least respect, have the least clout. The studios would get a script and then give it to another screenwriter, and then another. My screenplays don’t read like anybody else’s because I don’t put in any directions. I read a page or two of someone else’s screenplay and there’s tons of direction in it, every nuance about the character and how he feels a scene should be cut. The movie exists on the page, I guess, because it has to be sold. Mine are just dialogue and a million TBDs [to be determineds]. Theirs, the suits have to read the screenplay, they have to be able to see it in their minds.”

			He has a different approach to his scripts even from directors who have complete control of their own. Ingmar Bergman, the director he most admires, said he wrote his films “not really understanding what I’d written. Then I shot them, and they meant certain things to me. But what they meant—that I didn’t really understand until afterwards. Long afterwards. If my relationships to my own products are so odd, it’s because often when I’m writing and shooting a film, I’m inside some sort of protective shell. I hardly analyze what I’m doing or why I’m doing it. I rationalize afterwards.”

			
			Woody considers himself more in control than that “on a cerebral level and less in control on a competence level. I start off knowing what I’m doing and what I want to do, and because I’m not competent at it, it turns out to be something different, and I’m surprised.” (His assessments of his own work and his abilities raise the deflective art of self-deprecation to a rarefied level.) But he is in complete agreement with Bergman that “the importance of the dreary in art mustn’t be underestimated.”

			“I happen to find dreariness very beautiful,” he said some years ago. “I see it in Martha Graham’s work. A lot of people watch Radio Days and laugh at that early scene when I say, ‘I remember my childhood as so beautiful,’ and we cut to Rockaway and it is a rainy, wave-tossed day. I meant it completely straight.”

			While both scripts were out for consideration by his few readers, Woody weighed the ideas himself and said, “The Boston Story is a more provocative idea. The magician and the seer is a light, romantic movie—that’s what I hate about it. But if I was sitting here with a murder story on my hands, I might be saying the same thing: it’s an intellectual-moral-dilemma murder story and that’s what I hate about it. Coming after the Cate Blanchett movie [Blue Jasmine] it would be nice to do something light and musical and Cole Porter-y. I feel I do that well more easily, I feel more at home with it, and I enjoy it more. That’s a big consideration. It’s more fun making that kind of movie; it’s more fun making Midnight in Paris than making a serious movie. I get more of a kick out of staging a scene with a background that I know is the kind of music I like.” When he wrote the carriage ride he and Mariel Hemingway take through Central Park in Manhattan, he knew he was going to enjoy putting a piece of romantic music behind it even before he chose George and Ira Gershwin’s “He Loves and She Loves.”

			
			Much has been written about the desire of a comedian to be a tragedian, and there are periods when Woody puts his all into writing a drama, although never one that he would act in. He does not want to play Hamlet; he wants to write Hamlet. He knows, however, what he is up against. “If you can do comedy, it’s not hard. If you can’t do it, it’s impossible. The same with drama. Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams had a wonderful feel for it. For me, it doesn’t come as naturally, though I enjoy it more as a spectator. I prefer a Bergman film or The Bicycle Thief or A Streetcar Named Desire or Chekhov. And so naturally I have an impulse to write something with that seriousness. I haven’t been as effective with drama over the years as I have been with comedy, but that doesn’t mean I intend to stop trying. I think with Match Point (2005) I was reasonably successful, maybe the most successful I’ve been with dark material, but I’m always struggling with it. I always feel that my natural gift is to be amusing. Look how many people felt that Blue Jasmine was a comedy. It was amazing. The Golden Globes didn’t know whether to put it in as a comedy or a drama. We said, ‘You can’t put it in as a comedy. It isn’t a comedy.’ [They finally listed it as a drama.] But at the minimum people find parts of it funny, and some find it a black comedy.”

			In some instances, an idea for one film has its genesis in another. In Another Woman (1988), Marion Post is married to Ken, a cardiologist, “who ten years ago examined my heart, liked what he saw, and proposed.” A middle-aged woman who shut down her emotions following an abortion when she was in her twenties, Marion is forced to confront her past when she overhears the psychoanalytic sessions of a pregnant younger woman through a heating vent in her office, which is near the analyst’s. On the surface Marion seems a woman in total control of herself, but in reality she feels so deeply that her only choice is to deny feelings or be overwhelmed by them.

			This was neither the beginning nor the end of an idea for a film based on what someone inadvertently hears. Five years earlier, Woody thought to do a Chaplinesque comedy about a man who overhears a woman patient telling her problems to an analyst in his building. He sees as she walks out after her session that the woman is beautiful and hatches a plot to fulfill her desires and so become her dream man. But he soon questioned the taste of eavesdropping—done even in the most benign way it seemed to him a mean thing to do, and he did not write it.

			
			Then years later he thought of a dramatic version of a woman who hears another woman talking through a wall. The question was, What could she hear that would make such a difference? His first thought “was that the woman’s sister and husband are having an affair. She goes home and thinks, ‘How terrible.’ Then she finds that her own sister and husband are having an affair. But that became too Hitchcockian. It was the wrong motif.” He used it instead in Hannah and Her Sisters (1986).

			But the notion of eavesdropping “haunted me for years. Then the idea of someone with a closed life came. I thought it could make an interesting drama. There’s more intensity if it evokes the deep feelings in the woman who’s eavesdropping.” The feelings evoked by overhearing the young woman seep in and trigger buried memories of people in her life.

			Woody said with a hint of self-revelation after Another Woman was completed, “People have difficulty dealing with their feelings and yet are extremely proficient in their intellectual work and are active in social programs and charities. I’m probably as guilty of that as anyone.” He laughed as he added, “Maybe I’ll regret that I didn’t do it as a comedy.” As a few friends took their seats in his screening room to see his edited but not yet mixed cut of the picture, he said, “If I had done this right, I would have made two movies—this one and a comic one. That would be the one that could make money and be successful and this is the one they would cut up for guitar picks.”

			Eight years later Woody played a character who, tipped off to a woman’s intimate details, made all of Julia Roberts’s dreams come true in his 1996 musical comedy Everyone Says I Love You. For several years, he had talked of wanting to do “an original musical comedy. I’m a sucker for them. I grew up with those great Broadway musicals.” Making the film scratched his itch, but even though it had a marvelous cast (in addition to Roberts: Goldie Hawn, Alan Alda, Drew Barrymore, and Edward Norton) and funny musical numbers, it took in only about $10 million in the United States. A main allure of the idea to Woody was that the cast not be trained singers but simply regular people who sound like any of us do at our most unguarded. “What is more ridiculous than a man or a woman singing or dancing?” Woody told the critic John Lahr. “It’s the aspiration of your most intense feelings, musicalized. If you took the music away, it would look so silly.”

			—

			
			The vote on which script to film was divided. His sister, Letty, was the first to respond, and she preferred The Boston Story. Woody felt subsequent readers seemed more inclined toward the magician, and they won the day. He is to a degree mindful of where his projects fit in his body of work and on occasion will discuss with his sister, as he did with Juliet Taylor, whether or not it is a good time for him to develop a given idea. These decisions are not as democratic as they might seem.

			“You have to learn to gauge what people say,” he explains. “You have to listen between the lines. The same when you’re screening the picture, you have to try to intuit not the literal content of what they’re telling you they liked or disliked but rather a feel from them about their enthusiasm or how compelled they are by the story. Midnight in Paris [2011] was around for ten or fifteen years before I made it and turned out to be a big success. [At first it required more than his usual budget, so it was put aside.] Match Point was around for years [a story he liked but had not quite worked out to his satisfaction]. Whereas [Curse of the] Jade Scorpion [2001] also was around for years [other ideas seemed more appropriate at the time] and was not a success at all. It’s just not an exact science. You never learn the thing you wish you could learn, which is: don’t go into this with the judge because the story is doomed from the start. You never learn that.”

			The sudden idea of having the magician film take place in the South of France in the 1920s reinforced the decision: “I had in my mind the twenties of Matisse and Picasso and the houses that they painted in there, and of Isadora Duncan.” He even had a title—Magic in the Moonlight—something that often comes along much later, and he immediately asked Helen Robin to clear it. Clearing a title is not always simple. The Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) Title Registration Bureau catalogues all titles used or registered for future use by the six major studios and many subscribers. There can be trademark issues, in which a proposed title may not be exactly that of a film already made but still evokes one that is registered or, as Woody pointed out, “They’ll say, ‘Well, Paramount has a movie called Magic in India, and they’re protesting.’ Then you have to go through a process. Usually you win, but it costs money. I want a romantic title for this.” At one point in the 1990s, he wanted to call a film Untitled, but the Title Registration Bureau said someone else had laid claim to it.

			
			He likes to shoot period films because they offer so much more visually, and he cites Bernardo Bertolucci’s The Conformist (1970), which takes place in Rome at the height of fascism in the 1930s with flashbacks to earlier times, as an example of a director using design, art direction, and photography to great effect. “I’ve tried to find good periods that are visually provocative to the photographers and the scenic designers and location managers. Magic in the Moonlight and Midnight in Paris are very pretty. If the story just doesn’t lend itself to a period, I try to do the best job in the confines of the present. The Boston Story is a contemporary film on a college campus. But if I’m home and I’m thinking of a story, I know that if I set it in certain periods, I’m ninety percent ahead of the game. If I say, ‘This story takes place in Coney Island,’ okay, it’s fine. But if I say, ‘This story takes place in Coney Island in 1935,’ I skyrocket the budget and the visuals become enormously powerful right away. [His 2017 film, Wonder Wheel, takes place in Coney Island in the 1950s and, a first for him, required many green screen shots—the background was filled in digitally—adding considerably to the budget.] You’re dealing not with stark reality but with lighting that’s nostalgic and idealized. But I do it knowing that I may not get anything back at the box office because of the extra cost. I’ve done it a half-dozen times. Early in my career they would say, ‘You could do this but you’re going to go a million dollars over budget.’ I was making a million dollars to write and direct and star in the film, but it was more important that I made a good film so I put in my fees.”

			
			He admires Federico Fellini’s use of period. “Amarcord [1973] is very pretty to look at because it’s based on his childhood memories and of course it’s exaggerated and stylized and beautiful. I Vitelloni [1953] was black and white and of those guys who hang around the town. What can you shoot? In a contemporary picture, people are talking on their cell phones and things happen quickly. It alters the story. If it is shot in a period before people used smartphones, they can’t grab theirs and text somebody, they have to grab a yellow cab and go across town. A contemporary setting is great if it’s what your story is, but it’s not as charming and it doesn’t provide the same visual stimulation for the artist.”

			As Woody wrote the script, he had Colin Firth in mind for Stanley, the magician. They had never met, so his conviction was based solely on what he had seen Firth do on screen, most recently in The King’s Speech (2010). It was not certain that Firth’s schedule would allow him to do the film, but to Woody’s relief, it eventually did.

			His first choice for Sophie, the American seer, was Emma Stone. Juliet Taylor had told him she could think of no one who could do the part better. Fortunately Stone was in New York making The Amazing Spider-Man 2 and could easily meet Woody in his editing and screening office. Taylor had warned her that it could be as fast as a thirty-second pop in and out; the get-together was just so that Woody could have a sense of her.

			“He’s trying to make sure you aren’t hideously grotesque in person,” Stone recalled later, amused. “It’s very dim in that office, so once he saw me in the light he realized I was hideous, but Darius [Khondji, the cinematographer] is a real genius. My mom accompanied me to the labyrinth. She looked down at her phone when we came out—we were there four minutes! Actually my friend Jesse Eisenberg had a fifteen-minute interview, which apparently is the longest in history. Jesse and Woody have a lot of similarities.” Eisenberg was a lead in To Rome with Love (2012) and Café Society (2016).

			
			Woody instantly liked her and asked that she return when she could read the screenplay there. After the filming of Magic he said of her, “To me she looked exactly like Esther Williams, and there have been moments, you won’t see it so easily, she looked to me like Jodie Foster and—you won’t see this so easily either—there were times that she looked like Alfalfa [the freckle-faced gawky kid in the Our Gang comedies of the 1930s]. I mean, she’s got a protean appearance. She is beyond beautiful.” At times he thought that Firth looked like Bob Hope: “The mouth, the eyes, and the nose. I see it very much. I saw it when I shot it with him. I was thinking, ‘God, he’s funny, who does he remind me of? Yes, Bob Hope.’ ”

			Hope was an enormous influence on Woody, and his performances in many of his films channel Hope’s skirt-chasing, cowardly yet full of bravado comedic persona, especially in such pictures as Monsieur Beaucaire (1946) and Casanova’s Big Night (1954). In Sleeper, for instance, Woody and Diane Keaton, dressed as doctors, attempt to kidnap what’s left of the tyrannical Leader—his nose—from the hospital where he is about to be cloned from the DNA in its cells. As they run through the halls searching for the operating room, Miles (Woody) tells Luna (Keaton) as he takes her hand and pulls it to his mouth, “The trick in these situations is to remain cool.”

			“Miles,” she replies, “you’re biting my nails.”

			“ ’Cause you’re tense,” he says.

			When they encounter suspicious guards, Miles more or less gathers himself, taps one on the chest, and tells him with perfect Hope bluster, “We’re here to see the nose. I heard it was running.”

			In contrast, the director who has most influenced Woody is Bergman. A wisecracking American and a seemingly dour Swede may be an odd combo, but Bergman has given Woody’s films much of their sensibility. In 1953, when he was seventeen, he took his girlfriend to see Sawdust and Tinsel. “I was glued to my seat. I thought, ‘Who made this film?’ ” Four years later, the couple went to the Fifth Avenue Cinema in Greenwich Village to watch The Seventh Seal and Wild Strawberries (both made in 1957). They were transformative for Woody. “From the second Wild Strawberries began I was mesmerized. The tension gripped me and never let go. And when I saw The Seventh Seal, everything came together—the stark photography, the man on the beach, and then the appearance of the death figure. I was sucked into it. The film resonated with all my obsessions and preoccupations; it’s all I thought about and all I was interested in intellectually and emotionally, and it had enormous meaning for me. It was a story told with great imagination, tremendous performances, and fantastic camera work. Bergman was a beautiful magician telling me stories.”

			
			He still regards Bergman as “the best filmmaker I’ve ever seen.” In fact, his ambition at the start of his career was to be a dramatist, not a comedian; he saw comedy as a way to get there, even if it was a long road. “I was, as anyone starting out, a product of my influences, but my influences were so incongruous and antithetical. I’ve always said that I fall between two stools—I am not artist enough and not commercial enough. To the average person, I might look like an intellectual because of my glasses. But to intellectuals, I’m clearly not one.”

			In the 1980s, Bergman invited Woody to dinner in his New York hotel suite. Woody is always leery of meeting a hero for fear that the person will not be as pleasurable as the work, but he found the evening “a great treat. He was not at all what you might expect: the formidable, dark, brooding genius. He was a regular guy, warm and amusing and insecure about his immense gifts. He commiserated with me about low box-office grosses and women and having to put up with studios.”

			They developed a friendship that included many long telephone calls between Bergman’s Fårö Island retreat in the Baltic Sea and Manhattan. Bergman invited him to visit Fårö but “plane travel bothered me, and I didn’t relish flying on a small aircraft to some speck near Russia for what I envisioned as a lunch of yogurt.” Woody said after Bergman’s death in 2007, “The world saw him as a genius, and he was worrying about the weekend grosses. He was plain and colloquial in speech, not full of profound pronunciamentos about life. [His longtime cameraman] Sven Nykvist told me that when they were doing all those scenes about death and dying, they’d be cracking jokes and gossiping about the actors’ sex lives. I liked his attitude that a film is not an event you make a big deal about. He felt filmmaking was just a group of people working. I copied some of that from him. At times he made two and three films in a year. [In all, sixty-seven in sixty-three years, including twenty-five for television. Plus he directed 171 stage and radio productions.] He worked very fast; he’d shoot seven or eight pages of script at a time. They didn’t have the money to do anything else. I think his films have eternal relevance, because they deal with the difficulty of personal relationships and lack of communication between people, and religious aspirations and mortality—existential themes that will be relevant a thousand years from now. When many of the pictures that are successful and trendy today will have been long relegated to musty-looking antiques, his will still be fresh.”

			
			Another deep but seldom-noted influence on Woody’s writing is William Barrett, whose books on existentialism, particularly Irrational Man (1958), explicated it by examining its roots in ancient philosophy through Saint Augustine to the nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophers Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul Sartre, and through the novels of Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Joyce, and Hemingway.

			In Barrett’s summary: “Existentialism, whether successfully or not, has attempted to gather all the elements of human reality into a total picture of man,” which includes our inherent irrationality. For an existentialist, any philosophy that fails to consider our irrational urges cannot be complete.

			“Existentialism is no mournful delectation but a humanist philosophy of action, effort, combat, and solidarity,” Sartre wrote in We Have Only This Life to Live. “Man must create his own essence: it is in throwing himself into the world, suffering there, struggling there, that he gradually defines what this man is before he dies, or what mankind is before it has disappeared.” He added, in Being and Nothingness, “Life has no meaning a priori….It is up to you to give it a meaning, and value is nothing but the meaning you choose.”

			This was powerful stuff to a funny twenty-three-year-old who wanted to be a dramatist. Although he flunked out of New York University in his freshman year, he and his first wife, Harlene Rosen, had a tutor from Columbia University take them through its Great Books course. A steady reader and autodidact—he familiarized himself with poetry, literature, art, and music—Woody often puts literary and artistic references in his films. Philosophy, especially existentialism, particularly interested him. The books of the existentialist writers became the “bibles” for Woody and his small circle of like-minded friends. Existentialism flourished in the post–World War II years with the specter of nuclear annihilation now a part of everyday life; we could be dead before we understood what it is to be alive. For Woody and his companions who found no comfort in religion and therefore no sense of a greater power either to turn to or to hold them responsible for deeds however heinous if they went uncaught, a life based on action would give existence meaning. As Sartre put it, “There is no reality except in action.” Action might be even more powerful and liberating if it is absurd and beyond societal boundaries, such as Raskolnikov’s murder in Crime and Punishment or Meursault’s behavior in Camus’s The Stranger.

			
			A traumatic early experience gave Woody context for his outlook. As a child—he was then Allan Konigsberg—he was left in the care of a succession of poorly educated and underskilled women who were paid by the hour and generally lasted only a week or two before quitting or being fired. When he was three the incumbent nanny came to his bed, pulled the covers over him, wrapped him in a bundle so tight that he could not breathe, and said, “See, I could smother you right now and throw you in the garbage, and no one would know the difference.” Then she freed him. He has memories of being six or eight and lying in bed in the dark, knowing that one day he would die and how utterly final that would be. His vivid sense that we live under the canopy of death has not left him.

			Caught between a comic’s insight and a dramatist’s wish to deal with the meatiest ideas of life and death, of love and purpose, he incorporated his view of life’s inherent meaninglessness into his stand-up routines. “I took a test in existentialism,” he would say. “I left all the answers blank and got a hundred.”

			
			In another bit he would tell the audience, “I took all the abstract philosophy courses in college, like Truth and Beauty, Advanced Truth and Beauty, and Intermediate Truth, Introduction to God, Death 101. I was thrown out of NYU my freshman year. I cheated on my metaphysics final. I looked within the soul of the boy sitting next to me.”

			In his New Yorker short story “Mr. Big,” a detective hired to find God finds instead that God has been murdered by an existentialist.

			Absurdity can be restorative. Sometimes an absurd act is the only escape.

			The question of why or whether life is worth living is a constant with him. While making Crimes and Misdemeanors, he said, “Something I’ve always been fascinated with and have dealt with in other films of mine is this Tolstoy crisis—he came to the point in his life when he just couldn’t figure out why he shouldn’t commit suicide. Is it worth living in a godless world? The head says no, but the heart is too scared to take action to end it.” There is a comedic yet serious turn on this by his character, Mickey, in Hannah and Her Sisters.

			At one point in The Boston Story the professor, quoting Kierkegaard, tells his class, “Okay—Kierkegaard. When making everyday decisions, we have absolute freedom of choice. We realize we can do nothing or anything and this feeling of freedom creates a sense of dread—a dizzying feeling—‘anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.’ ” (In the long run the professor instead of killing the judge might also have helped himself—though not Woody’s story—by recalling Saul Bellow’s observation in Herzog: “One thought-murder a day keeps the psychiatrist away.”)

			—

			After choosing to do Magic in the Moonlight, Woody said The Boston Story would be a contender for his 2014 film, but he dumped it back in the drawer and for a while forgot about it. He really wanted to write a two-handed comedy that he could do with Louis C.K., whom he had come to admire as he performed in Blue Jasmine, but he could not think of a satisfying idea.

			“I’d rather do a comedy but I just haven’t found one that is funny and that has size,” he said while still mulling his next project. More than anything, he did not want to do a routine story in a routine way. “I would love to tell a story in a different kind of movie, but there’s nothing left in cinema that’s different—not the stories but every kind of presentation has been done. Orson Welles was different when he used such stylized shooting in Citizen Kane, and then years later Jean-Luc Godard had that rough, very different look [in Breathless, 1960, shot with a handheld camera]. I’ve done the documentary style, first in a crude way with Take the Money and Run. Then other people started doing documentaries. I was able to use it another way in Zelig, which was a good documentary. People do make unusual things. [Abdellatif Kechiche’s] Blue Is the Warmest Color [2013] is practically all talking heads, but you don’t mind. It’s interesting because the heads are interesting. When Bergman wanted to do a movie where he just planted the camera and never moved it at all [Through a Glass Darkly, 1961], people went in and out of the frame. But the truth is, you get an idea and the content dictates the form and the content almost always dictates a reasonably realistic form. It can be as stylized as Scorsese or Godard shoot, but basically what they’re doing has a reasonably fundamental realism to the stories, even if they use a lot of cinematic devices.” And so The Boston Story came back to mind.

			
			“A different way of filming a story gives you something nice to lean on,” he continued. “Some stories you can tell in a documentary style or in black and white or by shuffling the time sequence out of chronological order, but most of them you just tell like a story. The Boston Story has a big central idea with some intellectual substance to it and also lends itself to something that is fun to see on a movie screen. It isn’t just two people in a room talking. There’s something going on.

			“It’s so hard to think of a great comedy. Shakespeare’s to me are just not funny. What’s beautiful about them is the language. But they’re dopey bumpkin plots, and I never laugh at them no matter who is doing them. Molière, unhhh [he gives a slight laugh]. Pygmalion is a great comedy; to me it’s the only really great one. People care about The Importance of Being Earnest, but I don’t. The Marx Brothers movies are hilarious, as are the W. C. Fields movies, but they’re just recordings of their acts; if you remove the guys you have nothing. I love Born Yesterday, but that’s Pygmalion with a different approach to it.”

			
			He was troubled by Magic in the Moonlight, which was still months from release, feeling, finally, that it was entertaining but slight. Part of the problem was that it came on the heels of Blue Jasmine. “You always have problems with the movie that follows a very successful one. Annie Hall was very successful. Then I thought I would make Interiors [1978], and yes, it was radically different, but following Annie Hall was hard. Following Manhattan [with Stardust Memories, 1980] was hard. Following Midnight in Paris [with To Rome with Love] was hard. People see Blue Jasmine, and it has substance and it’s much more serious and it has Cate’s bravura performance. The next time they expect the bar is set there, and they want at least that. But then you come out with a little romantic thing in the South of France, and I can see people feeling, ‘Well, you know, it’s a little throwaway. It’s not Blue Jasmine; I mean, that was a picture.’ ”

			He has, of course, made several groundbreaking films, starting with Take the Money and Run, which was the first comedy done in documentary style with newsreel footage and still photos. “I did it influenced by Kane,” Woody says of Orson Welles’s pseudo-documentary, Citizen Kane (1941). “When I got to be a better filmmaker and did Zelig, [the late New York Times critic] Vincent Canby compared it to Kane in certain ways, though I am making no comparisons of quality or stature here.” The film had influence beyond the screen: “Zelig” is now the dictionary definition of a ubiquitous, chameleon-like person. “Thank the makers of Kane,” Woody says. Annie Hall was a novel relationship comedy when it was released: Alvy talked to the audience, stopped and restarted, and he had flashbacks to his childhood that his friends Annie and Rob could also see. Zelig masterfully put his character into vintage newsreels. In The Purple Rose of Cairo, a film character and the actor playing him duel for the affections of a woman in the audience. But he wishes that once again he could do something new. “I’ve been working the last ten years so realistically—by realistic I mean so natural—and I wish that I could invent something stylish, just to make a contribution. But you can’t just do it, you really have to feel that with the material.” When he made Husbands and Wives (1995), he “wanted to obey none of the niceties of cinema: people looking in the same direction, cutting whenever I wanted to cut, doing nothing to obey the decorum that you’re taught making films.”

			
			In To Rome with Love, Alec Baldwin’s character is often in conversation with Jesse Eisenberg’s—in a room, in a car, walking on the street—the only person in the picture who can see or hear him. For all of Woody’s desire for a whole film with something different, he says when he has an idea like this he thinks, “Don’t ruin it by making the characters talk to the audience because that distances you from the intense reality of it.”

			He feels only a handful of his pictures succeeded in the way he envisioned them. He has kind words for Match Point, Husbands and Wives, Vicky Cristina Barcelona, Midnight in Paris, Café Society, Broadway Danny Rose, and The Purple Rose of Cairo. Stardust Memories is a notch below, although when he made it, it was his favorite. Manhattan Murder Mystery, he adds, is another of his “personal favorites. It was heavily influenced by the murder mysteries I grew up on.” The husband-and-wife banter between Woody and Diane Keaton is reminiscent of William Powell and Myrna Loy in The Thin Man (1934) but even more so of a Hope movie. “Especially,” he says, “where Keaton and I are in the hotel room checking for where we saw the body and the door opens, and it’s the cleaning lady. Look at that scene right after you’ve watched the opening minutes of My Favorite Brunette [1947], until the moment Hope’s cleaning lady, Mabel, comes out of the elevator. Notice the shameless burglary. I do a lot of Hope in that movie.” But the list does not extend, and invariably he will point out what he failed to do. He admits to being a capable director and wishes his writing were its equal: “For me, the weak spot in every situation is always the writing. I can direct scenes, I can get performances out of the actors, I make nice and pretty shots. That’s not so hard—it’s not that easy but it’s not so hard. A lot of people can do that. I wish I wrote better.”

			
			In his Times review of Broadway Danny Rose (1984), Canby called Woody “America’s most authentic, most serious, most consistent film auteur”—a filmmaker who is the author of movies that are entirely his unique vision and style. Auteur theory, first expressed in the mid-1950s by François Truffaut and other young French critics, championed the work of, among others, Alfred Hitchcock, Jean Renoir, Erich von Stroheim, Howard Hawks, Nicholas Ray, and Stanley Kubrick. Woody is aware that the auteur label is often put on him, but he is not comfortable accepting it without his own qualifications. “I definitely would be considered an auteur, but that doesn’t mean for a second that I’m an outstanding director or a good auteur. An auteur to me is simply a person who presents films that he is the author of. It’s a category of filmmaking. I’m not putting an auteur filmmaker above a great director. I mean [Elia] Kazan might not be an auteur director but he’s a truly great director. There are great auteur filmmakers and totally mediocre ones and bad ones.

			“I once had this conversation with [Michelangelo] Antonioni over dinner at Elaine’s.” When? “When he was alive,” he says, laughing. (Antonioni died in 2007.) The two knew each other fairly well through Carlo Di Palma
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