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For Isabel

INTRODUCTION
John Schlesinger, born in London in 1926, was my mother’s elder brother. My grandparents, the children of German-Jewish immigrants, were in many ways typical of their class in the north London borough of Hampstead: cultivated, musical, comfortably well-off, and highly assimilated in their corner of British society. The arts were taken seriously. All their five children were required to play a musical instrument and, if possible, become very good at it. John played the piano but failed to shine. Perhaps his early childhood ambition to become a cinema organist came out of this. He was mesmerized by those glamorous figures, bathed in light, who rose from and then descended into the orchestra pit on a hydraulic lift before the main entertainment.
John was the ideal bachelor uncle, ready to share stories and jokes even with the youngest family members, which made us feel included in a kind of conspiracy of fun. My earliest memories of him were of his conjuring tricks and his imitations of sinister German accents or the queen of Holland. The conspiracies of fun, when I grew up, mostly took place in St. Mary Woodlands House, my grandparents’ old vicarage in rural Berkshire, where the family gathered for weekends and holidays. Later, they continued in a more adult fashion in London, L.A., New York, Delhi, Tokyo, or wherever our paths happened to cross, which was often.
I suppose I must have been aware that John was an artist from a very early age. Apart from doing conjuring tricks, he spent a lot of time, inside the house and out, taking photographs of us with his Rolleiflex. Some of these pictures—of me, raking the leaves, aged about five, fully nude—show a now almost quaint lack of inhibition, which would surely be frowned upon in our more puritanical times.
John received the kind of education that most members of the British upper-middle class have had to endure: private boarding schools from the age of eight and an endless regime of cold baths and games. No good at sports, John hated his time at an institution that prized sportsmanship as the highest masculine virtue. His father had hoped the school would make a man of him. Perhaps in a way it did. John told me that his homosexual inclinations were the one thing that put him in the mainstream of school life.
This was followed by more than two years in the army, for which he was as unsuited as he was for life at a spartan boarding school. But he found respite in the entertainment division, where his talent for conjuring and directing bawdy reviews, featuring drag acts and the like, made him feel more appreciated. His first real taste of serious drama, however, came at Oxford University, where he read English literature at Balliol College from 1947. Though hardly cut out for scholarship, he got valuable theatrical experience as an actor and director in the Oxford University Dramatic Society.
It was also while at Oxford that John made his first film,  Black Legend (1948), together with his friend Alan Cooke. With money from his grandmother, they got family and friends to act in the dramatization of a seventeenth-century case of adultery and murder. This film, already shot through with John’s dark sense of humor, was technically accomplished enough to be shown to Dylis Powell, the Sunday Times film critic, who spotted an unusual talent and praised the directors’ enterprise.
After university, John started out as an actor, with modest success. We saw him on television once in a while, usually in small parts: a German sailor in a forgotten war movie by Michael Powell about the sinking of the  Graf Spee (with Peter Finch as the captain); a horse thief in Ivanhoe (starring a roguish Roger Moore in tights), one of Robin Hood’s Merry Men; and more in that same vein. He was a bit of a ham, which appealed to us children, but might have hampered his career as an actor.
John rather cherished his memories of playing dames in Christmas pantomimes. I cannot recall seeing him in any of these roles, but I have been told that he appeared as a dame on the night I was born. This performance in December 1951 took place in a provincial theater with a leaking roof. Family lore has it that the rain came pelting down on the pianist, a French friend of John’s, but this is by the by.
I can remember, albeit with extreme vagueness, the first time I saw John making a film, because I was in it, with my sister, Ann. I have a photograph from this short film, entitled Sunday in the Park. It shows me, aged about four, pushing my sister through Kensington Gardens in a pram. This film, shown on BBC Television, was considered a failure by John, who never wanted it to be seen again.
In a sense, whether he was making a film or not, one always felt a little as if one were performing for John. He liked to be entertained, amused, stimulated. One soon knew when he was not, for his mind would drift off to somewhere far away—a script, a story idea, a fantasy, often (as he confided to me much later in life) to do with sex. Perhaps this, more than the Rollei or the magic wand, was the main sign of his artistic temperament. He would be there, listening, smiling, watching, and yet he wasn’t always there. Not that much escaped his attention, or his gaze, but he had the art of taking everything in without necessarily listening. It was as if he soaked up life around him, almost by osmosis, like some watchful animal. If something struck him as particularly entertaining, he would snap it up like a juicy morsel for his private delectation, to be regurgitated at some later date, in a movie perhaps or simply as a story to be retold for the amusement of others. One always longed to be the producer of such juicy morsels. One seldom succeeded.
Even though I vaguely remember the shooting of Sunday in the Park, it was too early to think of my uncle as a film director. I was too young and John too new in his chosen career. His first real success as a filmmaker came with Terminus in 1961, a documentary about Waterloo Station. Aside from Sunday in the Park, he had already directed short documentaries for BBC Television and worked as a second-unit director on feature films, but Terminus was made for the cinema and won the Golden Lion award at the Venice Film Festival. This was the true launching pad of his career as a film director. The following year, the producer Joseph Janni asked him to direct A Kind of Loving, starring Alan Bates. It won the Golden Bear in Berlin.
Written by Keith Waterhouse and Willis Hall, A Kind of Loving was part of the British new wave of films and plays about the working class, mostly set in the industrial north, known as kitchen-sink drama. John, whose own milieu was as far removed from this world of rebellious miners’ sons as it was from the lounge lizards and pipe-smoking RAF aces that dominated British cinema and stage before, tagged on to the kitchen-sink school without the leftist political convictions of some of his peers, such as Lindsay Anderson and Tony Richardson. Instead, he gave these gritty stories a humanist touch, somewhat akin to the Italian neorealists. John always stressed to me how much he loved “human” films: Truffaut, Satyajit Ray, Kurosawa, and De Sica were his heroes. This idea of humanity was often dismissed by his kitchen-sink colleagues as wishy-washy bourgeois liberalism. But it is precisely what gave such films as A Kind of Loving and Billy Liar (1963) their staying power.
We visited John on the set of A Kind of Loving and were shown around Shepperton Studios by a kind assistant. Several movies were in production at the time. I recall seeing a war film being shot: toy ships in a water tank approaching a painted backdrop of the Normandy beaches on D-day. There was also something called It’s Trad, Dad!: young people sitting on a wall in jeans and sneakers snapping their fingers to a Dixieland band.
The set of A Kind of Loving, to a ten-year-old boy, was not very thrilling. In the middle of a vast movie studio was the interior of a working class dwelling in the north of England. Thora Hird played Alan Bates’s shrewish mother-in-law. Bates’s character felt trapped in a marriage to her daughter, played by June Ritchie. He particularly resented having to live in the same house as his mother-in-law. Thora Hird kept repeating, take after take, that he was now a married man and had to make sacrifices.
Watching a movie scene being shot, with the interminable delays—camera setups being tried, lights fixed, makeup adjusted, actors talked to, continuity girls consulted, gofers barked at, and so on and on—is never much fun. But it was exciting to see my uncle shout “Action!” and “Cut!” He was a commanding presence on the set, with a rather short fuse. I always suspected that he quite enjoyed his rages. Some hapless person usually had to bear the brunt. But mostly he seemed to direct in the way he spoke to us children, coaxing a performance out of people by making them laugh. When the scene was finally in the can, he would come over and introduce us to the stars. This was something that might have given him more pleasure than it did us, or indeed the stars. I learned to get used to the polite smiles and glazed looks of movie people holding out their hands to greet the relatives, but these would remain slightly awkward encounters. Watching Tom Courtenay do Hitler imitations at our family Christmas table was a different matter. And I do remember being shown around the studio with my grandmother once by a young American actor with time on his hands. He treated my grandmother as though she were the most beautiful young woman in the world. His name was Warren Beatty. Still, a movie set is not really a place for outsiders, however closely related to the director.
A Kind of Loving was not the last time I saw John on a set, however. On one occasion I appeared as an extra in a Bar Mitzvah in Sunday Bloody Sunday, shot at the Café Royal in London. Not that I’m very visible: a face in a crowd, applauding as the food is wheeled in on great silver platters. The other extras were almost all Jews, specializing in playing Jewish types. Some were Holocaust survivors, who spoke bitterly about the  goyim during the lunch break. But this was much more satisfying than just hanging out. I was getting interested in the mechanics of making a film. There were no stars to be presented to this time. John was too busy, and I was not his nephew but a paid extra.
Sunday Bloody Sunday is John’s most personal film. He certainly considered it one of his best. The main character, a gay Jewish doctor, played by Peter Finch, was in many ways close to John himself: unashamed of his sexual preference, a lover of classical music (especially opera), funny, unconventional, yet deeply loyal both to his lover, who hardly merits it, and to his family. John was the same. A certain clannish-ness was perhaps the main remnant of our Jewish past. Indeed, as someone—I cannot remember whom—once said of his own assimilated family, our Jewishness showed itself in our excessive passion for celebrating Christmas: no church, much food, big presents. John did sometimes go to the synagogue on high holidays, but again, I believe, mainly out of loyalty to a tradition that he cherished.
There are, of course, bits of John in many of his films: the recurrence of his worst fears, often going back to his childhood—trapped birds, rats, sudden acts of brutality. But more than violence, which he deeply feared, it was human love, in its many varieties, that inspired his best work. He regretted at the end of his life that he had not expressed his own sexuality more openly in his films. He was always looking for gay subjects but was too good an artist to take them up for the sake of a social or political cause. Though proud to have come out, he would have hated to be pinned down as a “gay director.”
Nonetheless, a certain homosexual sensibility, if one can call it that, does come through in such films as Midnight Cowboy, which celebrates the love between two men trapped in a hostile world of rapacious or coldhearted women. Not that these two drifters, Joe Buck, the phony cowboy, and Ratso Rizzo, the consumptive bum, ever have sex together or express the slightest desire to do so. And the few glimpses we get of homosexual activity—a furtive blowjob in an all-night cinema and a sordid pickup, ending in an act of terrifying violence—are far from celebratory. This has been read by more politically minded figures than John as “coyness” or a kind of furtive apologia. But the point here was not to advertise a sexual preference; these grim scenes were part of life in the big city. Love, in John’s films, is not bound by categories or classifications.
If John had a philosophy in life, it was his belief in loyalty. This is not the same as sexual fidelity, which to him was far from absolute. He was not a moralist. The pursed lips of disapproval were something he abhorred. But he had a clear vision of how people are led astray by their illusions. A realist, more than a romantic, he saw the need for compromise. The doctor in Sunday Bloody Sunday is resigned to sharing his feckless lover with another person, if that is all he can get: half a loaf is still better than no loaf at all. Billy Liar is content to be a dreamer in his north-country town and not leave his family for the bright city lights. Always thinking there is someone around the corner—someone richer, more famous, more glamorous than her current lover—is the downfall of Diana, the young model played by Julie Christie in Darling. After dreaming of taking New York by storm as a hustler, the Midnight Cowboy settles for his friendship with another loser on skid row. The tawdry illusions of Hollywood glamour are what attracted John to Nathanael West’s The Day of the Locust. That he was not immune to these illusions himself only sharpened the fascination.
John’s love-hate affair with the United States marked his career, as well as his private life. His partner, Michael Childers, was an American who was happier in New York or California than in London. John was both inspired and appalled by America. He never wanted to be a full-time resident in the United States and remained loyal to England, which he regarded with great affection and almost constant irritation. He loved the English landscape, celebrated in his adaptation of Thomas Hardy’s Far from the Madding Crowd  (1967), and cherished many British institutions, including the royal family. He shared with others of his generation an odd veneration for the Queen Mother. But he loathed the narrow horizons of English life, the attitude of “Oh, no, we couldn’t possibly do that. That’s not the way we do things here.”
What attracted him to America was the opposite: its openness and enthusiasm. Though a traditionalist at heart, he was excited by the fluid, rootless, can-do aspects of American life. Yet he often expressed his distaste for what he saw as “the wrong values”—the horror of failure, the worship of money, the fickleness of human ties; he sometimes complained that some of his American friends melted away after he had made a flop. He felt “safer” in England and at the same time constrained and not always sufficiently appreciated. Even as he prized the good-humored loyalty of his British crews, he resented the cash-strapped, penny-pinching way of making films in Britain. He liked a grander stage.
And so he kept returning to the United States, hooked by its energy and excitement, hoping to repeat the huge success of Midnight Cowboy. But times had changed since 1969. John was unsuited to the age of blockbusters and feel-good films, chasing after an ever-younger audience. He made some decent thrillers: Marathon Man (1976), The Falcon and the Snowman (1985), Pacific Heights (1990). He also made the much-underrated  The Day of the Locust (1975), which he himself cherished, partly perhaps because of its bruised reputation.
However American the subject of his films, John always retained an Englishman’s eye, which enriched his work but had its drawbacks, too. He saw the dark humor of the American scene and gave it a sophisticated edge, but a supercilious European disdain could sometimes make his satire go over the top, as in the great flop of his career, a screwball comedy about hucksterism in small-town Florida entitled Honky Tonk Freeway (1981).
Despite some notable American successes, I believe John’s best films were set in England. There he could be satirical without condescension. Just as Robert Altman’s acid views of America are tempered by love, John’s attachment to his native country stayed his heavy-handed tendencies. This shows in some of his late films, such as Cold Comfort Farm (1995), and especially in An Englishman Abroad (1983) and A Question of Attribution (1992), two short films about Guy Burgess and Anthony Blunt, written by Alan Bennett for the BBC. John’s (and Bennett’s) take on the two gay Englishmen who spied for the Soviet Union is compassionate without being sentimental about what they did. In a way, Burgess and Blunt fit perfectly in John’s long line of misfits, very British even at the heart of the British establishment and at the same time on the outside, dreaming of a fantasy world where they might be heroes: Billy Liars spying for Stalin.
Although chiefly known as a film director, John no more wished to be pinned down as a filmmaker than as a “gay director.” He did theater productions through much of his career, from Timon of Athens for the Royal Shakespeare Company in 1965 to Sam Shepherd’s True  West in 1981. But his greatest love was opera. “No more Shakespeare without music” was one of his mottos later in life, perhaps because he always found producing Shakespeare rather daunting.
John’s most successful opera production was of Offenbach’s Les contes de Hoffmann , with Placido Domingo, first performed at Covent Garden in 1980. He also produced Verdi’s Un Ballo in Maschera for the Salzburg Festival in 1989, just before its director, Herbert von Karajan, died. John rather dreaded working with Karajan, the kind of German (authoritarian, pro-Nazi during the war) he liked to hate. But in fact, they got along fine. Karajan’s spiky wit appealed to John. Their oddly successful relationship also illustrates another aspect of John: his absolute belief in the supremacy of art and especially music.
I often asked him about the—to me—incongruous fact that the Schlesinger family happily traveled to Bayreuth in 1951 for the first Wagner festival after the war. John, like many Jews who survived at a relatively safe distance from the killing grounds of the Third Reich, had a thing about Germany and Germans. He disliked working there and eagerly admitted to being deeply prejudiced about a people he regarded as humorless and congenitally prone to cruelty. And yet, when it came to Wagner or Leni Riefenstahl’s mastery of film or Herbert von Karajan, all prejudice vanished in a haze of artistic admiration. Great art, for him, transcended politics and other worldly concerns. In this, he was a product of his cultivated Anglo-German-Jewish ancestry. His grandfather Richard Schlesinger, who came over to England from Frankfurt in the 1880s, was an orthodox Jew with a passion for Wagner’s operas—not at all, it must be added, an oddity for his time and generation.
The last time I visited John on a movie set, we had lunch in Cecil B. DeMille’s old garden in Beverly Hills. John was already at the end of his tether, recovering from heart surgery and suffering from serious diabetes. He was working on his last, ill-fated film, entitled The Next Best Thing (2000), a movie he should never have made, starring Rupert Everett and Madonna. But it was a “gay subject,” had the air of Hollywood glamour, and offered a faint promise of letting him go out with a bang. The stars met the relative: Madonna held out a drooping wrist and murmured enchantée; Rupert Everett sulked; and Gavin Lambert, the well-known writer, cast as an extra in the film, appeared on the set in a splendid wig, carrying a birthday cake.
It was round about this time that John and I decided to have a taped “conversation” about his life. We had discussed books before. John had talked about writing a memoir, and had even read bits of it into a Dictaphone. But nothing came of that. John was not a great reader and even less of a writer. He had neither the patience nor the confidence. I was never sure why. John was a highly educated man who spoke beautiful English. But he had a lifelong thing about not being “intellectual.” Intellectuals, he often said, made him feel uncomfortable, even inadequate. Again, I’m not entirely sure why. Our family is well-read and cultivated in music and the arts, but there was never any great pressure to be highbrow. My grandmother was the closest thing to being an intellectual (she read German at Oxford), and her elder brother, Walter, was highbrow to a fault. (His many children were not allowed to play with anything so vulgar as a football.) John doted on his mother, Win, and rather liked his crusty Uncle Walter. If John failed at anything in life, it was not in literary but in sporting pursuits. And yet he felt ill at ease with intellectuals or “literary people,” and that was that. Possibly it had something to do with his artistic temperament, the soaking up of impressions by instinct rather than intellect. Whatever the reason, he never felt able to write up his own life.
Since I passed, in John’s eyes, for a dreaded “intellectual,” he rather hoped I would write the book for him. This, rightly or wrongly, I was disinclined to do. I certainly had no interest in becoming his ghost, and I hesitated to write his biography. In a way I felt that anything I wrote about him would also be about myself, and I lacked the objective eye, the necessary sliver of ice, to be his biographer. And that is why, inspired partly by Cameron Crowe’s brilliant book on Billy Wilder, we decided on a conversation.
We would do the kind of thing so many people regret not having done when their parents die, and their stories die with them. We would sit down and talk, as he put it, “with no holds barred,” about his life as a man and a filmmaker. It worked, I believe, precisely because he was my uncle and not my father. I was not necessarily closer to him than to my father, but close in a different way. It is hard to discuss, say, the sexual life of one’s parents. With John, this never had been a problem. He had always been open about his life and loves, even when I was still at an age when knowingness had to substitute for experience. John was always generous about sharing his life—not only by introducing the stars but by discussing his worries, his hopes, his disappointments, as though we were all part of the plot.
And in a way we were. For we took pride in his achievements, as though they rubbed off a little on us. My sister and I still discuss his work as a kind of a family affair. There was a time when I even tried to emulate him. My decision to study film was no doubt inspired by his example—and perhaps was even another attempt to hold his interest. The fact that I went to film school in Tokyo was an eccentricity that appealed to him more than my chosen subject. I don’t think he saw film as something to be studied—that was for “intellectuals.”
To be boring was the worst sin in John’s book. He made some bad films, but he was never boring, not even in his worst movies, embarked upon for the sake of money or staying on the job. He could not bear to be idle or bored. Life, for him, revolved around “the three Fs”: films, fucks, and food—not necessarily in that order. One by one, the Fs deserted him, and it was then that he was ready, and had the time, to sit down with me and a tape recorder. We talked in Strawberry Hole, his country house in Sussex, in his apartment on the Gloucester Road in London, and at his other country retreat, in Palm Springs, California.
The conversations, cut off in the end by
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