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 … I liked almost anybody that made you realize who in the devil was making the picture … Because the director’s the storyteller and should have his own method of telling it.

—HOWARD HAWKS

Most of the good things in pictures happen by accident.

—JOHN FORD
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Introduction

THE LIGHTNING ART

Early in the summer of 1996—exactly 101 years after the first movies were exhibited—Warren Beatty and I were standing around on the lawn of Henry Jaglom’s Santa Monica home watching a bunch of young children at a birthday party (two of them Warren’s, two Henry’s, one mine); we were talking about some of the big changes in the picture business since we had come into it in the late fifties and early sixties. “A lotta things don’t seem to count anymore,” Warren was saying. “John Ford? Who’s he? What? Elia Kazan?” He laughed at the absurdity of it: mentioning Ford, because that late director is still the U.S.A.’s most honored, and I’ve been a kind of biographer of his; and Kazan, because Beatty’s first film was directed by this currently somewhat-out-of-vogue filmmaker at the peak of his considerable success. But there was more on Warren’s mind than “how fleeting is fame,” or the now prevalent Hollywood mind-set in projects and casting called “flavor of the month.” “Jesus,” he said with a certain amazement, “everybody’s dead.”

I knew exactly what he meant, because I’d had the same thought repeatedly; not surprising, since both Warren and I had come into pictures just when the old studio system was in the process of falling apart. We’d been two young men in an old man’s business, and by now nearly all the old men we’d worked with or gotten to know had passed away; and we’d become older men in a younger man’s business that had in its very nature become polarities apart from what we—Warren and Henry and I—had grown up with or joined or rebelled against.

Beatty, Jaglom and I had entered show business—the theatre and television first—as actors. I first met each of them separately, in Manhattan late in the fifties. Both Warren and I studied acting with Stella Adler, and we got acquainted at her studio just as he was breaking through into stage and TV work, then films. This was around the same time I was directing my first professional work off-Broadway—in the same area where Henry was producing his first show. All of us eventually moved permanently to Los Angeles and evolved into successful picture directors. Beatty first became one of the biggest film stars of my generation—and among the savviest producers as well—while Jaglom most admirably and with great integrity followed his own independent star.

As Warren and I glanced at each other in Henry’s garden more than thirty-five years after our first meeting as teenagers, we didn’t have to say much to understand each other and what we had seen go by. Beatty described a vivid memory of his: seeing Jean Renoir, for God’s sake—he is arguably the world’s greatest filmmaker—at my home in 1976 (less than three years before his death) and being terribly moved to see the man frail and in a wheelchair, having known him for years as such a vital force. But when we entered pictures, most of the old masters were still alive and either making films or at least able to talk about how they had been made. That authorial personality we used to look for in the best of movies has virtually disappeared even as a criterion. This book is about how much we all gained; and what we have lost.

In the Beginning, the Question

“Oh, for Chrissake, Bogdanovich!” said John Ford when he was seventy-five and I was twenty-nine. “Can’t you do anything but ask questions?! I mean, Jesus Christ, haven’t you even heard of the declarative sentence?” Luckily, at this point (early 1969), I had known Mr. Ford for about six years—written a magazine article on him, done an interview-book with him and shot a feature documentary about his work, and I understood from his tone, attitude, choice of words and expression that he was not really angry, only somewhat exasperated. Contrary to the image he generally tried to project—a “hard-nosed director,” grizzled, terrifyingly powerful in his calm presence; in his anger, annihilatingly so: all of which was true—Jack Ford nevertheless, I had found out, could be coaxed down memory lane without turning savage or bored. It had to be the right moment, and you couldn’t go on for too long or Ford might notice he wasn’t hating the subject matter and was even enjoying the conversation, at which point he would turn sarcastic or uninterested again.

On the other hand, I must have been pretty wearing with my questions: this came to be one of Mr. Ford’s running jokes about me. The last time I saw him (in June 1973), only two months before he died—when the laconic and silver-haired Howard Hawks (only two years Ford’s junior) and I visited his sickbed and after our hellos—Ford’s first remark to Hawks was: “Howard, does he ask you all those goddam questions, too?” Hawks answered, with a bemused look, “Oh, yeah.” Ford went on: “Jesus Christ! All the time?” “Yup,” Hawks said with a grin. “How do you stand it?” Ford said, and looked over at me with a gruff smile. Under the surface of this exchange was a certain pride between the two of them because I had just directed (and co-produced) three critically successful and popular films in a row (eleven Academy Award nominations between them), and had gone on record with press and public that I’d learned how to make them from asking a lot of questions of other directors, watching them work, predominantly Ford and Hawks. The truth is that I had given as much credit as I could to these men—exaggerating if that was possible—not only because of the debt I felt, but also because they were at that time considered by many to be dwelling “over the hill,” and this angered and troubled me.

When I first began asking the questions a month or so before my twenty-first birthday, I already had studied acting with Stella Adler for four years, and been involved in about forty professional stage presentations, including one well-reviewed, though commercially unsuccessful, off-Broadway production that I directed. However, based on the example of my artist-father’s thoroughgoing and passionate knowledge of painting and music, I decided that if I really wanted to learn about making pictures—as opposed to theatre—I had better see all the best and most significant ones and, at the same time, reach out to professional artists who had worked in the field, observe them at their jobs if possible and, certainly, ask as many questions on the subject as I could. My great good fortune was that so many of the finest picture makers, the ones who had started it all, were still alive.

By the time my official interviewing concluded about twelve years later, I had become established at the forefront of the “new Hollywood” of the 1970s. My education and apprenticeship (how I looked at everything I did up to that time) clearly had worked: I had learned enough of the craft from the masters and on my own to be able to succeed in the field. But, as Josef von Sternberg said to me while discussing his first great successes of the late twenties and early thirties: “There were a few pages after that …”

Sixteen very different picture makers are interviewed by me in this volume. Their careers encompass virtually the entire history of the movies, from the medium’s beginnings before the start of the twentieth century through its rise, golden age, decline, fall (and resurrection?); this was the main reason for arranging the chapters in chronological order by the directors’ birthdates, which (except in a rare case like Cukor’s) fairly well correspond to the order in which they started in the business.

Of these sixteen, I was able to watch only six at work, only two (Hawks and Hitchcock) over any significant length of time. Each of them had some influence on my life—in certain cases a profound impact—both personally and professionally. There is no way to repay that debt except by sharing their generosity, knowledge and experience, and by helping perpetuate their finest qualities. Because, on the set of a good picture, the director essentially is in charge; and he is each moment’s first audience. A great deal depends on that first reaction—it informs every foot of film. Through the director’s presence, the ultimate quality of the work in front of and behind the camera is affected. This chemistry creates its own particular kind of tension in the work, depending on the personality of the director through which ultimately everything is being filtered.

Over varying periods, eleven of these moviemakers had a great deal of success and power in the film industry; several were household names. Nearly every one commanded a high salary, exercising in some cases a tremendous sway (consciously or not) over the world public: Allan Dwan and Raoul Walsh (midteens and twenties; late thirties and forties), Fritz Lang and Josef von Sternberg (twenties and thirties), Howard Hawks (thirties through sixties), Leo McCarey (thirties and forties), Alfred Hitchcock (thirties through seventies), George Cukor (midthirties through sixties), Otto Preminger (forties into seventies), Robert Aldrich (fifties into seventies), Sidney Lumet (late sixties into nineties). Of the others, Don Siegel had his biggest successes in the last two decades of his career (late sixties to early eighties), while Joseph H. Lewis and Edgar G. Ulmer toiled in near anonymity from the twenties into the sixties trying to make something out of almost nothing. Frank Tashlin, who was an artist-for-hire through all his career—working at the heights of pop culture but a slave to it—had perhaps the most typical director experiences. Chuck Jones, the eminent cartoon director, like Tashlin, was in bondage to his employers from the thirties into the sixties but had a revival after the midseventies which has continued into the nineties.

The conversations vary greatly in length and detail—from long interviews with Hawks, Hitchcock, Dwan and Lang, to the brief, almost impressionistic ones with Tashlin, Aldrich and von Sternberg. Some are incomplete—like Ulmer’s and McCarey’s because of illness—or like Walsh’s, because he decided to write his own book. Nonetheless, my hope is that from these varying talks, and the sketches which introduce them, a portrait of the person I knew (however briefly) will emerge and help to give at least a rough impression of his character, which can then be traced through many of the pictures each of them made. This personality, or personal quality, is what those influential French New Wave critics and directors (mid- to late fifties and sixties) used as the basis for their “auteur theory”: how much did a film reveal of the person who most controlled it? In editing these conversations, I’ve tried to keep to the spirit of the talk as opposed to the letter of it: my questions generally have been shortened to the minimum, and the answers (depending on the director) have been smoothed a bit in syntax or sentence construction; the use of certain of today’s politically incorrect words has not been altered—like “girl” or “Negro”—since no stigma was attached to these at the time.

My questions began after seeing the pictures; but the key question was who preceded the pictures? Because, in all the films I really liked, there was a definite sense of one artist’s vision, a feeling of the director’s virtual presence within and outside the frames we watched: often you could recognize the personality from picture to picture, as you could various paintings from the same hand. Howard Hawks, helping to name this book, answered my question on which directors he preferred: “I liked almost anybody that made you realize who in the devil was making the picture … The ones I didn’t like were the ones who had pictures prepared for them and made them and there wasn’t any individuality about them at all. Because the director’s the storyteller and should have his own method of telling it.”

Besides the directors in this book, I talked with or came to know a great many others—my extended conversations (and encounters) with John Ford and with Orson Welles currently are in print elsewhere. I became friends with several—with others at least not unfriendly acquaintances—though regrettably we never tape-recorded any conversations; there are many I could recount, but that’s another book: Woody Allen, Wes Anderson, Noah Baumbach, Warren Beatty, Robert Benton, Bernardo Bertolucci, Budd Boetticher, Martin Brest, Mel Brooks, Edward Burns, Frank Capra, John Cassavetes, Charles Chaplin, Martha Coolidge, Francis Coppola, Roger Corman, Jacques Demy, Brian De Palma, Stanley Donen, Richard Donner, Blake Edwards, Miloš Forman, John Frankenheimer, William Friedkin, Samuel Fuller, Curtis Hanson, Monte Hellman, Walter Hill, Arthur Hiller, Dennis Hopper, John Huston, Henry Jaglom, Norman Jewison, Glenn Jordan, Jeremy Kagen, Garson Kanin, Gene Kelly, Andrei Konchalovsky, Barry Levinson, Jerry Lewis, Richard Linklater, George Lucas, Terrence Malick, Louis Malle, Joseph L. Mankiewicz, Frank Marshall, Elaine May, Adolfas Mekas, Jonas Mekas, John Milius, Vincente Minnelli, Mike Nichols, Jack Nicholson, Ivan Passer, Sidney Poitier, Sydney Pollack, Bob Rafelson, Nicholas Ray, Jean Renoir, Martin Scorsese, Elliot Silverstein, Steven Spielberg, George Stevens, George Stevens, Jr., Barbra Streisand, John Sturges, Quentin Tarantino, François Truffaut, Agnes Varda, King Vidor, Wim Wenders, Billy Wilder, Robert Wise, William Wyler.

Some of these—like Renoir, Cassavetes and Fuller—became the dearest of helpful and giving friends. Jerry Lewis was extremely generous, loaned me a car, offered me a job when I was broke, has been a friend. Roger Corman gave me two of my best job opportunities, including my first four gigs in film production, and has been an encouraging mentor ever since. Sam Fuller doctored my first script (Targets), insisted on no credit, and helped to launch my career. Bob Rafelson was one of the key producers of my first major success (The Last Picture Show); he was also very encouraging and helpful on the film and has been a pal over the years. I had met him through Henry Jaglom, with whom I go back, as I said, to my youth in New York, and who’s remained a valued friend ever since. Barry Levinson tried to get me a job when I needed it, and Sydney Pollack and Norman Jewison gave me jobs when they were extremely welcome; Sydney offered me two acting jobs I have ever since regretted not doing. Coppola, Friedkin and I were partners in a picture company briefly, an association I greatly regretted losing. Frank Marshall began as my assistant on my first picture and quickly rose to my only associate producer on several, working on eight in all, later hiring me as director when he and his wife, Kathleen Kennedy, were running Amblin with Spielberg. We met at a party at John Ford’s house just as Frank was graduating from UCLA and I was getting ready to make my first movie, and he became an invaluable collaborator and friend.

I was asked (by Film Quarterly) to do the first interview I ever conducted, which was with Sidney Lumet, recorded in June 1960, when Sidney was thirty-six and I was a month and a half away from my twenty-first birthday. At that point Lumet had directed only four pictures. Born just four years before the talkies, Sidney is essentially of a different epoch than all of the others I would speak with, the ones who had grown up either without pictures or with the silents. Two thirds of the directors in this book started working in the business before sound fully took over in 1929. The Lumet interview was also the only one conducted with a director in New York City, except when I spoke with Welles there, with Hitchcock once, and the two times I met with Joseph L. Mankiewicz.

The rest of these conversations took place in the Los Angeles area with directors who had worked in pictures predominantly in California—though four of them had started out in Europe, specifically Germany—since that’s where even Hitchcock began to shoot. The interviews with Aldrich, Lumet and Tashlin are far too brief to do any justice to their careers—and the von Sternberg is more of a joke—but I have included them all, preferring to share whatever insights into craft or personality they might provide. The Lumet interview not only closes the gap between the Aldrich generation and mine, but also brings us conclusively into the nineties. The new kids on the block are just now being heard from: a number of the “Generation-X” directors are very encouraging.

Nearly all of the people whom I chased down and leaned on were, for the most part, remarkably patient and giving of their time and experience. Welles told me he’d found the same reception when he first came to Hollywood in one of its peak years, 1939—the same year I and a number of my generation’s most famous directors were born; Orson said people were more than willing to share their professional secrets: “All you had to do was ask.” (When I once pointed out to Welles that he had begun Citizen Kane the day I turned one year old, he said, “Oh, shut up!”)

The first time I came to Hollywood was in January 1961, just as the golden age of the movies was coming to an end—by my calculations, having lasted fifty years, 1912–1962. When subsequently I bemoaned its passing to Welles, he said: “Well, what do you want? After all, the height of the Renaissance only lasted sixty years!” The final film of this treasured period—and the most profoundly appropriate in its evocative feeling of requiem—was John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). Released the same year Marilyn Monroe died, and one year before the murder of John F. Kennedy, it is a deceptively simple Western which concludes, metaphorically, with a U.S. that has buried its heroes in legends that are false, that has built out of the wilderness an illusory garden and left us tragically longing for the open frontiers and ideals we have lost. On its initial release, the picture was generally dismissed by critics and public as a weak, minor Ford Western. But I remember seeing it at a morning press screening with barely anyone else there and being tremendously moved, sensing the finality here in Ford’s ever-darkening Westerns of the fifties, a prophetically apt metaphor of the coming crisis in the country’s evolution.

At that time, Clifford Odets made a most accurate point to me about the state of the art and industry: “Hollywood is no better or worse than the rest of the country. The whole country has become a cuddle-bunny,” he told me. “It’s not just Hollywood. Maybe there’ll be a new kind of moral vigor, a reversal of the so-called values by which the American people live today.” He shook his head. “Everyone grabs at a healthy root, with food in hand, starts right in for college. In order to be a healthy, whole human being, you need several qualities which we lack in this country. You need bigger values. What are you for? What are you against? I don’t mean everyone should be a Don Quixote, but I’d rather see that than see Don Quixote laughed at. In his Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, [Jakob] Burckhardt said, ‘Don Quixote gained his reason and lost his reason for being.’ Americans have done similarly. We’re such a reasonable people,” he said ironically. “Still, if a man’s got an ulcer, don’t tell me he’s an ulcer.” He paused. “All of us should have the values of a St. George. But there is no St. George without a dragon. And we don’t have a dragon.”

The Relay Race

One afternoon in February 1969, Orson Welles and I were recording for our book when we got on the subject of the older directors; I gave him a bleak rundown on their position in Hollywood. Orson was deeply affected, and the next day he said: “You told me about all these old directors whom people in Hollywood say are ‘over the hill,’ and it made me so sick, I couldn’t sleep. I started thinking about all those conductors—Klemperer, Beecham, Toscanini—I can name almost a hundred in the last century—who were at the height of their powers after seventy-five. And were conducting at eighty.

“I think it’s just terrible what happens to old people,” Orson went on. “But the public isn’t interested in that—never has been. That’s why Lear has always been a play people hate.” I asked if he didn’t think Lear became senile. “He became senile by giving power away,” Welles said. “The only thing that keeps people alive in their old age is power. And a king or a conductor or a director can go on—as long as there’s no physical breakdown. It’s only the idea in people’s minds that will stop them. But take power away from de Gaulle or Churchill or Tito or Mao or Ho or any of these old men who run the world—in this world that belongs only to young people—and you’ll see ‘a babbling, slippered pantaloon.’

“And there are these great directors, all ready with their best work ahead of them—really their best. I believe that Jack Ford today given a script a little better than anything he’s ever done—demanding more of him—would give us better pictures than he has ever made. Because it’s only in your twenties and in your seventies and eighties that you do the greatest work.… The enemy of life is middle age. Youth and old age are great times—and we must treasure old age and give genius the capacity to function in old age—and not send them away …”

I remembered Dennis Hopper, in the midsixties, a few years before he directed Easy Rider, turning to George Cukor at a small dinner party and saying with venom, stabbing his finger at him: “We’re going to bury you!” And George, with his customary absentminded smile, just saying, “Yes, yes; well, well; I’m sure.” And then Welles cast me in his last (as yet unedited) film, The Other Side of the Wind (shot 1970–1976), as the young director who supplants and outlives John Huston’s old director.

That I did not think of careers or lives this way didn’t make my threatening presence any the less real, if only symbolically in terms of aging, seeing the new ones coming up, realizing you are nearing the end of a career as another may be starting. One of the few things common to all the men in this book is that they were interviewed by me, however briefly, and since I generally tried not to intrude myself into the questions, or indeed to get overly personal, it is necessary now to be very clear whence these questions were coming, and why.

Since I’ve also been in the public eye because of my personal life—in a number of instances, sensationally—I do not arrive at any scene without considerable baggage. It therefore may be helpful to lighten some of that load by clarifying or correcting at least a few misconceptions about myself, if for no other reason than to do justice to the interviewees herein—who sat down with me before the baggage began to accumulate. The best piece of advice I ever got in show business—and like all good advice it applies to life in general and is difficult to follow—came from Mary McBryde Smith Ford, John Ford’s remarkable wife, after her eightieth year, when she said: “If you want to stay in the movie business, Peter, never believe anything you hear; and only half of what you see!”

If ever there was a book for dipping in and out of, this is it, but there may be those who choose to go from beginning to end, and it is for them the book is constructed (a) in order of the directors’ births, as mentioned above, and (b) with running introductory comments to keep clear each man’s place in the flow of picture history as well as where I was coming from when asking the questions—being somewhat representative of my generation, but mainly agreeing with my parents’ view of the continuation of any craft or art: something like a relay race where a piece of wood is passed along from one runner to the next. This book is dedicated in spirit to the next runners.

A Word on My Teacher: Stella for Star

In his recent autobiography, Marlon Brando, Stella Adler’s most famous student, wrote very accurately:


Stella … left an astounding legacy. Virtually all acting in motion pictures today stems from her, and she had an extraordinary effect on the culture of her time. I don’t think audiences realize how much we are in debt to her.… The techniques she brought back to this country and taught others changed acting enormously.… We plied our trade according to the manner and style she taught us, and since American movies dominate the world market, Stella’s teachings have influenced actors throughout the world. Stella always said no one could teach acting, but she could. She had a knack for teaching people about themselves, enabling them to use their emotions and bring out their hidden sensitivity. She also had a gift for communicating her knowledge; she could tell you not only when you were wrong, but why. Her instincts were unerring and extraordinary.… Because of Stella, acting changed completely during the ’50s and ’60s …”



I entered this amazing and beautiful woman’s studio when I was sixteen (having lied by two years) and she became, over the years until she died in 1992, my second mother, outliving my mother by more than a decade. Though she never directed a movie (she did act in a few unworthy of her), Stella taught acting in such an inclusive way that she also was teaching directing. Not only because it’s extremely difficult to be a good director if you do not know or share in the actors’ problems, but also because Stella taught a theatre of “heightened reality”—seemingly against the very naturalism that movie acting generally encourages, but in keeping with the mythic proportions natural to the theatrical-film medium. Stella’s truth insisted on dealing with something much more sizeable and weighty than a mere naturalistic representation of events; just as the greatest achievements of the screen ultimately have been mythic in their depiction of human archetypes. This book, in essence, after all, is about some artists who, over the first hundred years of a new medium, were part of its very foundation, and all of whom in their own ways created some mythic images of lasting potency.

“A Drop in the Ocean”:
The Interviewer’s Show-Biz Credentials

From the time I was five, everyone assumed that I would be an actor. Family history reports that on a train ride from New London to New York City in 1944, having just received the present of a red toy phone, I played out conversations among Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin, doing each voice and accent in turn—for Stalin, speaking my first language, Serbo-Croatian. According to my parents, the whole thing was quite a hit with the other passengers.

As soon as I had started walking, my father began taking me by the hand with him to museums and exhibitions—he was a brilliant painter and an encyclopedic authority on the arts—so that by the age of five or six, I could look at a master’s work and instantly name the artist. My first theatre experiences—at quite a young age—were operas at the old Met: Tosca, Don Giovanni, Aïda. My father would take me to afternoon screenings of silent films at the Museum of Modern Art, where I loved the comedies (and occasional dramas) with which he himself had grown up—having been born, like Hitchcock and Cukor, in 1899, just four years after the first exhibited films. However, during the running of Disney’s Dumbo, the very first movie I was ever brought to see (around the age of three), I had to be taken out of the theatre because I was screaming. Had I flashed forward in some infantine prophetic moment?

Once over this initial shock, though, I used to love going to movies with my parents (always got butterflies on the way), sometimes reenacting parts afterward; sang the songs (off-key, my parents said); started doing impressions all the time to break up the kids at school and other places. My standard nickname at an early age became “Bugs” because of my Bugs Bunny imitation. Later, I was nicknamed Marlon, Dean (Martin) or Jerry (Lewis). My Austrian mother and Serbian father—I was conceived in Europe and born in upstate New York two months after my parents arrived here—were always amazed at my openness to performing; they were both hopelessly shy. Neither of them could speak English without an accent, especially my father, which didn’t help. World War II started a month after I was born and they never went back—my mother’s family being Jewish, my father’s Greek-Orthodox, though I was brought up without any formal religious training.

From family memories, including some ancient home movies, I seemed to perform whenever the opportunity presented itself, and sometimes even when it didn’t: at kindergarten (where I first started to learn English) and grammar school in Manhattan; at summer camp in Maine; at home at my parents’ dinner parties (usually reciting a poem or two); alone in my room; by myself on the fields outside the little Connecticut house my parents occupied for several summers. In at least one popular newsreel, when I was about six or seven, a United Nations story ran in theatres with me performing in native Serbian clothes along with a little Serbian girl: my first role in pictures. At the age of ten, in the front seat of my parents’ old Packard with my first girlfriend, I would act out movie scenes, and stole my first kiss on the cheek playing a moment with her.

After I was given a tape recorder for my twelfth birthday, I performed with it very often. Though I didn’t realize it at the time, those reel-to-reel audio tapes were my first directorial impulses; but then I had been a child of radio as well as of the movies. Yet more intimately of radio, which occupied a great deal of my time the second half of the forties and the early fifties while radio was still an extraordinary dramatic and comedy medium. I would play out all the roles in a radio drama, including the women and various station and show announcers. I created my own call letters—B.T.B.C. for Bogdanovich Tape Broadcasting Company—supplied all sound effects myself (many, like punches and applause, orally) and chose all the incidental music from records. (Which is something I have kept on doing through nearly all the pictures I’ve directed.)

In sixth grade, I got the title role of Finian in our Collegiate School production of Finian’s Rainbow, for which my mother served as uncredited director, the first I can remember: she kept telling me my Irish accent needed work. At the start of that year, 1952, at twelve and a half, I began to keep a private card file on every movie I saw: a rating (between Poor and Exceptional), some credits (researched at the public library, if necessary), at what place I’d seen the film, and some brief comments. If I saw a film again, I noted that; if I thought differently of it, I noted that too. I kept the typed file cards religiously through 1970, when I was thirty and a half and had just finished directing The Last Picture Show, the film that would make my career. During those eighteen years I saw 3,661 features, plus repeated viewings of some of these totaling another 1,066 screenings. There were also shorts (one- through four-reelers) and cartoons that added up to another 589 cards. Total, on file: 5,316.

In the fall of 1952 (the same year my dear sister, Anna Thea, was born)—at my mother’s extremely firm insistence—I saw my first Broadway show: Henry Fonda in Paul Osborne’s Point of No Return. I had argued violently with my mother—being all of thirteen now, and wanting to see the new Martin and Lewis comedy that weekend—but she said it was Fonda or nothing, so I went. From then on, I went to a Broadway or off-Broadway show nearly every weekend, started reading plays all the time, and writing five or six of them, too. Over the next decade I saw more than four hundred stage presentations, without ever again being forced to go.

As a high school freshman (still at Collegiate, a private school, the oldest in the United States) I was the youngest ever to be elected president of the Drama Club, and played the leading role of the suave villain in The Ninth Guest. The following year, 1955, I started a Saturday-morning acting class at the American Academy of Dramatic Art; the teacher, Eleanor Gould, eventually invited me to become an apprentice actor/stagehand and a member of the children’s company at a summer theatre in Traverse City, Michigan.

That June, I spent my first night alone in a hotel (at Grand Rapids), and so, a little more than a month before my sixteenth birthday, I was into a ten-week season—one production a week—during which I would end up playing leads not only in the children’s shows (for instance, the Lion in The Wizard of Oz), but in the regular Equity company too (Signe Hasso’s teenage son in Glad Tidings). I played a butler with Sylvia Sidney, worked with Edward Everett Horton (as his dresser), Veronica Lake and ZaSu Pitts (moving furniture around). I also received my first credit as director—of the Children’s Variety Show. That winter, I got special permission from my school to miss athletics so that I could take afternoon and early-evening acting classes with the legendary Stella Adler, who became so dear to me in so many ways.

At this time, I started publishing short stories in the high-school newspaper and began a regular column there of movie and theatre reviews called “As We See It,” which I continued for four years. The summer of 1956 I became an apprentice at the Stratford (Connecticut) Shakespeare Festival under the direction of John Houseman: understudied, did a bit or was an extra in Measure for Measure, King John, and Norman Lloyd’s production of The Taming of the Shrew. My studies in Stella’s acting, script-breakdown and characterization classes continued for more than four years. During that time, she cast me in her production of Paul Green and Kurt Weill’s Johnny Johnson, for which Brando was one of the backers. When she found out I was under the legal age, she fiddled with my bowtie as she broke the sad news that I was out of the show: “You’re just too young, darling.” I spent another two summers in theatre work: playing a lead or two (like the heavy in Koestler’s Darkness at Noon) and large supporting roles (like the stuffy brother in Shaw’s Major Barbara) and eight other productions at Falmouth, Massachusetts, then apprenticing, understudying and being an extra for Joseph Papp’s New York Shakespeare Festival productions of Othello and Twelfth Night. We even went on the road to Bala Cynwyd, Pennsylvania.

I auditioned for, and was rejected by, the Actors Studio, did leads in a couple of showcases—off-Broadway and in Westport, Connecticut—appeared in bits in two live TV dramas: George Roy Hill’s production of “Blast in Centralia No. 5” (January 1958) with Jason Robards, Jr., and Maureen Stapleton; and a Sidney Lumet production, discussed in the Lumet introduction (see this page).

Early in 1959, I suggested to a group of actors at Stella’s that I direct all five of them in a scene from Clifford Odets’ Hollywood drama The Big Knife (see this page). Stella was very impressed with this performance (“Brilliant, darling!”) and, through a series of fortuitous strokes, I somehow managed to get the rights from Odets to present this play off-Broadway by the fall of 1959, soon after my twentieth birthday. It was the first time Clifford had allowed anyone to do his work off-Broadway and when I eventually met him and asked why he had allowed me the privilege, he said, “I took a drop in the ocean.”

This production, which I co-produced (it took me nine months to raise the necessary fifteen thousand dollars) introduced New York theatregoers to a young actor newly arrived to the city: Carroll O’Connor got great notices, signed with his first agent and soon went west to instant movie success and eventual TV-deification. Our production brought us succès d’estime; it was not a financial hit, and I had to make some money, as well as try to get in free to plays and pictures. Which is why I used my high-school columns to get a regular reviewing job on a new Ivy League monthly, Ivy Magazine: mainly to have my name put on film and theatre lists and to receive review copies of new books. In 1959, a dissident California magazine called Frontier published a highly critical piece I had done on Frank Capra’s A Hole in the Head. Around this same time, Film Quarterly asked me to interview Lumet. I met Dan Talbot and started to help him program his revolutionary new American-movie revival house (now gone), the New Yorker. Through all of 1960, I had my own FM radio show in New York called The Film Scene. A short program note I did for Talbot on Orson Welles’ Othello found its way to the curator of the Museum of Modern Art Film Library, who asked me to program the first U.S. retrospective of Welles’ pictures at the museum and to write the accompanying monograph. When The Cinema of Orson Welles was produced and published in New York, I was twenty-one.

Nearly everything ever written about me during my career as a picture maker begins right around here, leaving all the rest out—except for the movie file and the reviewing—and stating that I was the first American film critic to become a picture director. This misleadingly abridged version of my life has been perpetuated over the years—to my disadvantage, as it’s turned out, because the inaccuracy has made it difficult for critics and therefore the public to know really where I was coming from, leading to a lot of misconceptions about “homages” in my work or basic intentions.

•  •  •

Of course, it was at this point that I had been hanging around all the New York film critics, and had gravitated toward the more radical fringe, from Film Culture founder/filmmaker Jonas Mekas (who immediately shot me, circa 1960, for his filmed, and by now fabled, Diaries) and subtitler/historian/filmmaker Herman G. Weinberg, to the new auteurist critic Andrew Sarris and a secret auteurist from Texas named Eugene Archer, who was at that time the fourth-string movie reviewer for the New York Times. Both Gene and Andy had been much influenced by the young French critics, the ones who became known as the New Wave directors—among them François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Claude Chabrol, Jacques Rivette—who changed the way we would all look at pictures, especially ones from the U.S. Writing in Paris about the American cinema all through the fifties (mainly in their own magazine, Cahiers du Cinéma), the directors of the Nouvelle Vague found themselves in the odd position of being embraced as filmmakers by the intelligentsia of the country whose movies they had admired and studied, only to find that their affection for these particular pictures was considered mainly a quaint eccentricity by most of their American fans. Talbot’s New Yorker theatre became a place where this French influence was noticeably felt—mainly because of Gene Archer and Andy Sarris talking to Dan and me (not that Dan wasn’t hip to this stuff, too). Andy was brilliant on the subject, but nobody I met was quite like Gene when he got going on a director or a script or a picture he especially liked: he had a laserlike way of directly penetrating to the heart of each one.

I would bet that Archer was the only kid in Texas whose favorite movie at the age of ten was Citizen Kane. I would guess, too, that Gene was the first American to read Cahiers. At the Times, the most influential paper in the country, he worked essentially for Bosley Crowther, the chief critic, who held no truck with any damn-fool politique des auteurs. So Gene’s master plan was to bide his time writing cleverly veiled notices and occasional features until Crowther lost his position, or retired, and Gene could be promoted and start to alter the Times on films. In the meantime, he didn’t want to blow his cover: though a revolutionary, he couldn’t write for the controversial avant-garde journals, like Film Culture in New York or Movie in London. This was the time, remember, when everyone chic was talking about Antonioni and Fellini and hardly anyone talked about Hitchcock (except the public) or knew about Hawks (except in Hollywood). Revival houses in those days mainly programmed foreign pictures, and if there was an occasional homegrown film it had to be serious and weighty in some seemingly social-minded way, like The Informer or The Grapes of Wrath, say, from John Ford, as opposed to The Quiet Man or The Searchers. Talbot’s New Yorker policy, aided and abetted by the French-influenced Archer, Sarris and me, started to change all that. For the moment, Gene was satisfied to inspire and indoctrinate disciples to carry the word through the underground, preparing for the day he could surface and exert his influence publicly, sway the taste of the taste makers and then the nation and, like those Frenchmen before him, eventually make his own movies.

Because, basically, Gene wanted to be a director. He could describe his pictures to you shot for shot. I can still recall the credits sequence for his version of Faulkner’s Wild Palms, told in tense detail in the living room of our little Manhattan apartment after a broken-down 16 mm running of some neglected “B” movie masterpiece. Sarris, who was Archer’s main cohort at the time—already a published expert himself—and I, one very junior initiate, used to sit around the gray, windowless upstairs office of the New Yorker theatre, often listening to Gene expound (with occasional pithy comments by Andy) on the relative merits of Ford and Hawks, the superiority of Hitchcock over Antonioni, of Samuel Fuller and Frank Tashlin and their influence on Godard, the genius of the later Welles, the likability of Allan Dwan and Tay Garnett, why Gary Cooper was better than Paul Muni or why late Rossellini was more personal than early Rossellini, the sublime Renoir, Mizoguchi, Ophüls, and so on late into the night.

As an unofficial agitator for the Cause, I started getting Talbot to book films just because Gene or Andy needed to see them. He and Sarris were working on some grand secret project, and whatever Dan or I could do to prepare the audience and change the popular climate was all to the good. We were spreading the faith. A two-week series we did in January 1961, called “The Forgotten Film,” with a new double feature every day was our first barrage: twenty-eight films in fourteen days, including eleven relatively (then) little-known Hawks pictures, among them Bringing Up Baby, were revived for the first time in years. The day we played To Have and Have Not and The Big Sleep—which hadn’t been shown in New York in a decade—we had them sitting in the aisles. In fact, the first Humphrey Bogart festival in New York City was held at the New Yorker. We did Cary Grant, we did John Ford—even though Westerns never drew flies in our crowd. Dan booked Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard for something ridiculous like twenty-five dollars, and the first week, on a double bill with two Buster Keaton shorts, we had lines around the block. No one had booked the picture from Paramount in ten years, but the second week the studio was demanding percentages.

While Sarris wrote for Film Culture and, later, for The Village Voice (gratis at first), I was doing program notes for the New Yorker theatre (for thirty-five dollars a week). In the spring of 1963, Sarris dropped a major critical bombshell—that grand secret project—a complete issue of Film Culture devoted to “American Directors.” Sarris wrote and signed it alone, but Archer’s input was understood. Although Gene hadn’t actually written my program notes, many of the ideas and opinions were borrowed from him. But then he had learned a lot from the French, as certainly Andrew had, and I would be reading Cahiers as best I could with my poor knowledge of French. And wasn’t this, finally, a question of getting the word out on certain American popular (and many not so popular) artists rather than some proprietary thing between a few critics and film historians?

It hit the fan for Andrew. Blasts from left and right—Dwight Macdonald in Esquire describing him as the Godzilla of film criticism, Pauline Kael in Film Quarterly calling us all adolescents. The controversy continued for months. It made Andrew’s career, as it turned out. Pauline’s counterattacks made hers: she was soon writing for The New Yorker magazine. My feature pieces in Esquire eventually took me to Hollywood. Archer bided his time.

Yet Gene’s Machiavellian plots seemed to work for everyone but him. When the Times eventually pensioned off Crowther, they went outside the shop for his replacement, bringing in a twenty-nine-year-old Bryn Mawr woman named Renata Adler, who’d been writing for The New Yorker magazine. Archer realized it wasn’t in the cards for him to change the Times. As it developed, within a few years, Vincent Canby—also in the auteurist tradition—did change the Times. He and Sarris would become good friends. Gene quit the paper and went to France to become a filmmaker. Andy and I remained in touch, and his comments on film—along with those of film critic Molly Haskell—continued to illuminate my understanding. For Gene, a thousand schemes, a hundred deals, scores of script ideas and only a couple of movies with his name on them: one as an actor, of all things, on an Eric Rohmer film, and the other as a screenwriter with Paul Gardner (another initiate, also a Times veteran) for Claude Chabrol’s Ten Days’ Wonder, starring Orson Welles.

When I finally saw Gene again, it was 1972 and we were all in Hollywood. He and Paul had a script about newspapers they wanted me to do, and although I was interested, a lot of things got in the way. We kept talking. He was as gray as ever—that New York screening-room pallor of Gene’s had never been helped by the three or four packs a day of Pall Malls he used to smoke, nor was it now by the three or four packs of Gauloises.

Coming back through New York, broke and looking for encouragement, he had suggested to Sarris that they collaborate on a new book. But by then, Andrew was doing fine on his own; he had extensively revised and rewritten the old Film Culture issue as a seminal book called The American Cinema, and wasn’t looking for partners; feeling he had taken the gaff, why shouldn’t he take the glory? Fair enough, Gene said. There was a gentleness in him I’d rarely noticed before. I introduced Archer to Howard Suber of the UCLA film department, who got him a teaching job there—lots of would-be disciples to work on. He was still helping me: after seeing an early cut of Paper Moon, Archer suggested a subtle but very perceptive change of emphasis for one sequence which helped the rhythm of the picture.

In early 1973, I was in Paris. I got the news one morning from California: Gene had been found dead in his apartment that day. Apparently a heart attack. He was forty-two. In the trunk of his rented car was a 35 mm print of Madame X (1929), for which star Ruth Chatterton and director Lionel Barrymore had both been nominated for Academy Awards. Gene was planning a major re-evaluation of Oscar history—and therefore of the talking era—and he needed to check this one out. He never saw it.

A strange, enigmatic man, a born leader and teacher, Archer left a mark on those lives he touched—just this year, film historian Peter Wollen remembered him to me with great fondness—and he influenced many people who never heard his name. He is the forgotten critic who wanted to direct, yet never did, but who, in virtual anonymity, helped a good many others to see pictures in a different way.

By January 1961, still preparing the Welles monograph and show, I had saved up enough money from all the little writing jobs to buy a round-trip jet-plane ride (my first) to Los Angeles and stay for two weeks at a hotel in Hollywood. The main reason for going was to meet with Clifford Odets in order to convince him to let me revive another of his plays, a plan he was resisting over the phone. At the same time, I wanted to meet as many actors, directors and producers as possible, and so arranged through an editor at Harper’s magazine, Robert B. Silvers (subsequently the brilliant founder of the New York Review of Books), to send me a letter saying he would gladly read any piece I might choose to write about the movies. Using the letter, I got my introductions and interviews. On this first trip, Odets would introduce me to Cary Grant (they had worked together on None But the Lonely Heart, one of Grant’s two Oscar-nominated performances, and were very good friends); I came to know Cary and spoke with him frequently over the next twenty-five years. I wasn’t able to convince Odets in person either, but we became friends and saw each other a number of times before his untimely death from cancer barely two years later. He used to call me “Pietro,” and he began my career as a professional director because of a hunch.

That summer, I was artistic director for a season of ten plays at Phoenicia, New York, of which I personally directed four (Kaufman and Hart’s Once in a Lifetime, Tennessee Williams’ Camino Real, Odets’ Rocket to the Moon, Agatha Christie’s Ten Little Indians), acted in a couple, supervised the others. Michael Lindsay-Hogg did his first directing for us that summer, and Glenn Jordan and William Hickey did some of their earliest directing; actors like Anthony Zerbe, Joanna Miles, James Tolkin, George Morfogen were all just starting out. It was while preparing this season that the producer sent over a young and talented costume designer for an interview, and I agreed to hire her. She had recently been widowed and was still recovering. We began an affair, lived together in a romantic cottage that summer and, a little more than a year later, got married. We were both twenty-three. This was Polly Platt, and together we would have two lovely daughters, Antonia (in 1967) and Alexandra (in 1970).

My first Hollywood piece was eventually published in Esquire’s August 1962 issue. Bob Silvers had helped me edit it down, and so had Dwight Macdonald (who also kindly sent it to The New Yorker, to no avail), but Harper’s had passed by the time I met Esquire’s managing editor Harold Hayes at a dinner in New Rochelle before a Paramount press screening of Howard Hawks’ Hatari! I had worked it out with the Museum of Modern Art to do a six-month Hawks retrospective. Paramount’s publicity budget on Hatari! was paying for the cost of getting the show prepared and for the interview monograph I was to write, and this was how I first got to meet Howard Hawks, whose interview herein is the longest one. This was also the first time a movie studio paid me to do anything, and how I earned a living while trying to raise the money to produce an off-Broadway version of the successful Once in a Lifetime production I’d done in upstate New York. Twice we almost got all the money, but then a hemorrhaging ulcer erupted, I was in the hospital for a week and we lost a whole season. To earn a living: back to work as a journalist/historian/popularizer. The following year, I put Universal together with the museum for the first Hitchcock retrospective in the U.S., timed for the opening of The Birds. I had already met Hitch on my first trip but now we prepared the monograph together.

These were also my peak movie-watching years: 1957, the year I got out of high school, I had sat through 145 runnings; the following year, the total was up to 352. Each year from then on, I saw about that many, reaching peaks in 1962 of 407 screenings, and in 1965, the highest of my lifetime (our first full year in Los Angeles), with 406 films seen for the first time and, with repeats and shorts combined, a grand total of 549 runnings. The year I directed my first film I only saw 176, and the last year I kept track, the year I directed my second feature and first financial success, the total was 135. It has gone down far more since then.

Polly and I traveled to Los Angeles and back a number of times while I was on assignment for Esquire, doing pieces on Humphrey Bogart (the first since his death in 1957), on John Ford and James Stewart, on Jerry Lewis and Sal Mineo, Jack Lemmon and Tony Randall; I also did a number of pieces for TV Guide. The ill-fated production of Once in a Lifetime finally opened and closed in January of 1964 and we lost our shirts. Soon after, Frank Tashlin came through town—we had first met in 1962 on the Jerry Lewis piece—and asked what I really wanted to do: direct plays or movies? Without hesitation, I said, “Movies.” What was I doing in New York then? They made them in Hollywood and all my articles were on Hollywood movie people anyway, Frank pointed out; I could write these more easily, too. By June, we had settled in the San Fernando Valley. Pretty soon, I came to know Josef von Sternberg and Fritz Lang (book published 1969), both of them socially at first, and interviewed Robert Aldrich and Otto Preminger.

Within the first year I had accidently met Roger Corman (in a movie theatre) and he had hired me to work on a couple of his films, principally The Wild Angels (1966), an inexpensive ($350,000) motorcycle picture that grossed over six million, starting a popular new cycle, and making Peter Fonda a star. With Polly’s help in plotting, I had rewritten 80 percent of the script but received no official credit for this; I also directed three weeks of the film’s second unit, including scenes with Fonda, Nancy Sinatra and Bruce Dern—no credit for any of this either. But as reward, Roger offered me Boris Karloff and a number of limitations to make my first feature. I agreed and, with Polly’s story help, and then later, with Samuel Fuller’s doctoring, I did a script, and in April 1967, directed, produced and acted a major role in Targets (cost: $125,000), eventually sold to Paramount (for $25,000 over cost), and released the following year. Boris liked to say it was his last film and both he and his dear wife, Evie, who had worked on it with us, were very complimentary when they saw it. What a great joy he was to work with! How generous he was.

A number of pictures almost came together: one for Walter Wanger; one for Harold Hecht; one for CBS; one for Howard Hawks. I went to Rome to be produced by Sergio Leone, but got fired or quit before the script was even finished. Sergio and I didn’t get along, and he ended up directing it (Duck, You Sucker!, a.k.a. A Fistful of Dynamite) himself, which is what I knew would happen even if I had directed it. During this period I filmed an interview with Hawks for the BBC, interviewed Welles, Otto Preminger, Don Siegel, Joseph H. Lewis, Allan Dwan (book published 1971), Leo McCarey, George Cukor, Edgar Ulmer. I also started a documentary on John Ford (Directed by John Ford), which kept getting delayed but was finally shown in 1971 at the New York and Venice film festivals; Mr. Ford went to Venice with it.

By the end of 1970, I was finishing The Last Picture Show, based on a novel which Sal Mineo had given me to read; he had always wanted to act in it but felt he was too old by then. The author, Larry McMurtry, was at this time a little-known Texas writer; although Hud had been based on one of his books, I doubt if his novels sold six thousand copies in hardcover. Henry Jaglom had introduced me to Bert Schneider, Bob Rafelson, and Steve Blauner of BBS, and they liked Targets and wanted to work with me. We made the film for $1.3 million on location in Texas, received eight Academy Award nominations (including Best Picture, Best Director, Best Screenplay), won two of them: for Ben Johnson (Best Supporting Actor) and Cloris Leachman (Best Supporting Actress). Larry and I won the New York Film Critics Award, and the British Oscar, for Best Screenplay. Besides Cloris, the movie also introduced to a wide audience Jeff Bridges, Cybill Shepherd (her first role), Ellen Burstyn, Timothy Bottoms, Randy Quaid, Eileen Brennan, Sam Bottoms; it transformed Ben Johnson’s career. During the filming, two personal events altered my life forever: my father died suddenly of a stroke midway through, and around the same time Cybill Shepherd and I fell in love. When the picture ended, so did my marriage to Polly, an extremely sad event, though we still managed to work together on a couple more films.

Cybill and I lived together for nearly nine years, just a little less time than Polly and I had been with each other. During those years with Cybill, I edited and completed Picture Show; directed, produced and worked on the script for What’s Up, Doc?, a screwball comedy starring Barbra Streisand and Ryan O’Neal—the second biggest “grosser” (after The Godfather) of 1972; wrote a monthly “Hollywood” column in Esquire for two years; worked with Larry McMurtry on an original screenplay for a Warner Brothers Western epic to star John Wayne, James Stewart, Henry Fonda, Cybill, the Clancy Brothers, Ben Johnson, Ellen Burstyn and Cloris Leachman, among others—it never got made but thirteen years later McMurtry had his first best seller with a novel based on the script (which he bought back from Warners), called Lonesome Dove; directed and produced Paper Moon, a three–Academy Award nominee for which Tatum O’Neal (in her first role) became the youngest person to that time ever to win an Oscar; published a collection of my Esquire articles, Pieces of Time (enlarged in 1985); directed, produced and co-adapted Henry James’ Daisy Miller; directed, produced and scripted an original musical based on Cole Porter songs, At Long Last Love (rushed into release, this was a gigantic flop—the recut version is a tiny cult favorite); directed and co-wrote—based in part on a number of the interviews that follow—a somewhat compromised (in casting and editing) comedy-drama about silent-movie days called Nickelodeon; traveled around the world twice, spent some time in Europe, won film awards in Hamburg, Brussels, San Sebastian; did a marathon interview with Hawks; filmed a brief interview with Charlie Chaplin in Switzerland for a documentary called The Gentleman Tramp, shooting Charlie and his real-life true love Oona O’Neill walking into the sunset; directed, co-wrote and co-produced Saint Jack, a Vietnam-era drama based on Paul Theroux’s novel, which Ben Gazzara and I shot for Roger Corman in Singapore. Cybill and I broke up just after the shooting finished on this, though she was one of the film’s producers. It would win the Critics Prize at the Venice Film Festival in 1979 (the first time this award had been given since A Clockwork Orange in 1972); the late Denholm Elliott was nominated for a British Academy Award for his performance in Jack. These pictures also introduced to the big screen Madeline Kahn (nominated for Paper Moon), John Ritter (who had read for me, with his father, Tex, for Picture Show) and John Hillerman (later of Magnum, P.I. fame). Less than a year after Cybill and I stopped living together, my dear mother died of cancer at the tragically early age of sixty-one.

At the time, I was already working on the last film to this date that I have myself conceived and brought to fruition, They All Laughed, at once the happiest and saddest experience of my life. Dorothy Stratten and I fell in love, and I was inspired by her and the other women in the picture—the wonderful, fragile, invincible Audrey Hepburn, Colleen Camp, Patti Hansen, Linda MacEwen; as well as by the men: John Ritter, Ben Gazzara, Blaine Novak, Sean Ferrer—to make the most personal picture of my career. The completion of shooting led to a joyous time in London with Dorothy, but two weeks later she was murdered by her estranged husband. The tragedy would forever alter my life and, for a time, darken it almost out of existence. Because there was so much misunderstanding as to what Dorothy was like or what her actions really were in these events (a number of largely inaccurate articles and at least two wildly inaccurate movies resulted), I wrote a memoir, The Killing of the Unicorn: Dorothy Stratten 1960–1980, which took me three years and was published in 1984 amidst a good deal of controversy, little of it positive. On the best-seller list briefly, it was not a carefully considered work, but rather an emotional report from the front, so to speak—I would tell the story differently now. Nevertheless, my portrait of Dorothy wouldn’t change: she was every bit as extraordinary as I described, only more so.

During this same period, I made a number of extremely bad business decisions—including buying and trying to distribute They All Laughed with the five million dollars I had accrued by then. It was all lost and so was the film. I went into bankruptcy late in 1985, the same year my first new film, Mask, was released, winning Cher the Best Actress Award at Cannes, introducing Eric Stoltz and Laura Dern to audiences, and reviving Sam Elliott’s career. But there was a terrible controversy attached to this work as well, revolving around fifteen minutes of my friend Bruce Springsteen’s music being in the film or not, along with a number of additional scenes totaling eight minutes. In another ill-advised move, I tried suing Universal to get the film put back my way. I lost, of course, and became about as unpopular as I’ve ever been in Hollywood. It would take a decade to begin to rebuild some of these bridges.

Three years afterward, there was another uproar in the press (cover of People) when L. B. Straten, Dorothy’s younger sister, and I got married. Few people have understood this relationship beyond superficial notions of substitutions and replacement. But why should they?

I have tried unsuccessfully to make a number of films I believe in, including a few based on Robert Graves novels. For two years I did a weekly five-minute spot for CBS-TV’s morning show (then produced by David Corvo), talking about old movies and my memories of their makers; L.B. supervised the cutting of the clips. To keep working, and for the challenge, I have done a few pictures that presented some interesting problems: a sequel to The Last Picture Show with the same cast based on Larry McMurtry’s novel Texasville; an adaptation of Michael Frayn’s hilarious stage success, Noises Off, with a terrific cast led by Michael Caine, John Ritter, Carol Burnett and Christopher Reeve; and a Nashville-based story of twenty-year-olds coming of age, The Thing Called Love, which first brought Sandra Bullock to producers’ attention, and tragically became River Phoenix’s last completed movie. I had to fight to get Sandy in the film, but it wasn’t hard to spot her; she’s a born trouper. River was a remarkably gifted, intelligent and lovely young man, a poetic and amazingly perceptive collaborator and friend. He was also hotly envied by some contemporaries and some older colleagues, too.

Over the past couple of years, I’ve directed—for network and cable television—the equivalent of four features. With eight different scripts and casts in twenty-four months, working on tight schedules of between five and twenty days, I found this experience both exhausting and exhilarating, challenging and instructive. It took me back full circle to my movie beginnings with Roger Corman’s guerrilla school of picture-making, and graphically showed me how indolent, spoiled and wasteful most feature production has become. If the scripts are constructed well and the casts are good—and I was fortunate in both areas, working with a number of fine writers and actors (including one true American icon, Sidney Poitier, and one true American genius, Cecily Tyson)—there is no reason why many pictures should take so long to make. I kept reminding myself (as many of the interviews herein do) that most films of the teens, twenties, thirties, forties and fifties were made quickly and efficiently: Ford shot The Informer in fifteen days; Allan Dwan did many of his pictures in a couple of weeks; Edgar Ulmer rarely had more than six days for a feature. The ongoing attenuation of schedules and bloating of budgets has generally been a result of directorial inexperience or incompetence. Or the insane overpayment of stars. But given 40 million dollars, it seems to me that almost anybody could make a picture.

The Director I Never Met

As a kind of valedictory to all my movie talk, in 1972 I wrote about a director I had never met, but felt most—because of seeing his films—that I had. I didn’t put together at the time that his father was Polish and therefore a Slav like my father, or that his mother was a German Jew, while mine was an Austrian Jew. Magically, this particular old-world flavor of Ernst Lubitsch’s seemed to connect to my own inherited one. Lubitsch also is the one director whom nearly every other director I ever interviewed mentioned with respect and awe as among the very best. So I had bid adieu to the end of the first act of my love affair with the movies with a tribute to Lubitsch, who, when he died in 1947, was only fifty-five. Yet his impact and heritage was of a man at least half again as old: so potent was “The Lubitsch Touch.”

I had been speaking with Jack Benny and he told me about working with Lubitsch. The director had called Benny in 1939 and asked if he’d be available to do a film. “I said, ‘I’ll do it!’ And he said, ‘But you haven’t read the script?’ And I said, ‘I don’t have to read the script. If you want me for a picture, I want to be in it!’ I’d have been an idiot to say anything else. It was always impossible for comedians like me or Bob Hope to get a good director for a movie—that’s why we made lousy movies—and here was Ernst Lubitsch, for God’s sake, calling to ask if I’d do a picture with him. Who cares what the script is!”

The film became To Be or Not to
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