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PREFACE


Listen

At some point in every episode of the podcast Blank Check, co-host Griffin Newman recites the show’s premise: “It’s a podcast about filmographies—filmmakers who get a massive success early on and are given a blank check to do whatever crazy passion project they want. And sometimes those checks clear, and sometimes they bounce.”

Think George Lucas, after the box office hit American Graffiti (1973), which he leveraged to make Star Wars (1977). Or, on the flipside, Richard Kelly riding the acclaim of Donnie Darko (2001) to finance his disastrous follow-up Southland Tales (2006). These “blank check” movies are among the most fascinating in the history of cinema because they showcase a creative mind at its most uninhibited, a rarity in film due to the staggering costs at play. Directors—or, more precisely, auteurs—almost always jump at the opportunity to fund their passion projects, especially those with grand ambition and unconventional elements. From Michael Cimino’s Heaven’s Gate (1980) to Ari Aster’s Beau Is Afraid (2023), these titles are often long, strange, and deeply personal, which are not often words used to describe commercial products.

Filmmakers do this so often that a podcast dedicated to the concept is perfectly viable.

After Francis Ford Coppola, age thirty-three, made what was at the time the biggest box office hit of all time (over $80 million domestic) in The Godfather (1972)—which also won Best Picture, Best Actor, and Best Adapted Screenplay at the 1973 Oscars, in addition to seven other nominations—he used his newfound power to mount, with a budget of just over $1.5 million, an intimate exploration of modern life inspired by an avant-garde European film from the 1960s. The Conversation (1974) had been spinning around in Coppola’s mind ever since he saw Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up in 1966, when he’d only just begun his life on the director’s chair, so it does count as a passion project, but for an artist whose vast vision will lead him into numerous projects of overblown ambitions, bulging budgets, and actual danger, The Conversation almost seems like a conservative follow-up to the cinematic grandiosity of The Godfather. How was this the same man who later put his house and his profits from The Godfather as security in order to complete Apocalypse Now (1979)? Or the same guy who sold his extremely lucrative wine business to self-finance (for a reported $150 million) his epic flop Megalopolis (2024)?

The paradigm, you see, wasn’t always about leveraging acclaim or financial success to procure enormous budgets for lofty pet projects—for Coppola and many of his generation, the true aim of an artist filmmaker, an auteur, is small, personal features. Budgetary largesse would embarrass a director like Coppola at the time, because that’s what Hollywood movies had and the results were usually nothing to brag about (creatively, at least). Cheap, independent, and artistically unique films were uncommon in America before the 1960s, mostly existing on the fringes of genre, erotica, and experimental. A low-budget movie about normal people—that was the radical idea in the late 1960s and early 1970s. What was even more radical was the idea that those small films about ordinary lives could be just as compelling, if not more, as the big event pictures Hollywood produced.

In the 1960s, Coppola and his fellow film school graduates—who were, not coincidentally, the first generation raised on movies and who could even study it in college—had a philosophy about how a director’s career ought to go. You make a studio picture, “and then you make a personal film,” he told Judy Stone, “but when they get the money, they’re too terrified to do it. If you’re not prepared to risk some money when you’re young, you’ll never risk it.” Coppola and company were looking for blank checks, just not big ones.

“What I’m thinking of doing, quite honestly,” he told an interviewer in between Finian’s Rainbow (1968) and The Rain People (1969), “is splitting. I’m thinking of pulling out and making other kinds of films. Cheaper films. Films I can make on 16mm. No one knows if there’s a viable market for that kind of film yet.”

There would be a market, as it would turn out, but not exactly the way Coppola had in mind. Cinema in the 1970s blossomed in two, interrelated but seemingly paradoxical tracks: the rise of realism, cynicism, and radicalism of the New Hollywood, which the industry leaned on when films began to lose the competition to television; and at the same time, as David A. Cook points out in A History of Narrative Film, “Between 1972 and 1977 the average production budget for a single film increased by 178 percent, or nearly four times the general rate of inflation.” In the beginning of the New Hollywood, many of the films were modest in scale: The Graduate (1967), Easy Rider (1969), Midnight Cowboy (1969), Five Easy Pieces (1970), Duel (1971), Harold and Maude (1971), Mean Streets 
(1973). By the end of the decade, these same filmmakers produced expensive flops: New York, New York (1977), 1941 (1979), Heaven’s Gate (1980), Popeye (1980), They All Laughed (1981), Honky Tonk Freeway (1981), Lookin’ to Get Out (1982), and Coppola’s own One from the Heart (1982).

Despite his earnest ambition to make “small, personal films” and maintain artistic autonomy via his own production company, Coppola was one of the main driving forces of the paradigm shift. The Godfather became the biggest box office hit ever at the time, a marriage of art and commerce, the exact wrong lesson for a group of burgeoning filmmakers with new ideas for cinema and the executives who threw money at them in a desperate attempt to keep up with the zeitgeist. The New Hollywood was over before it ever truly began.

Coppola, as ever, seemed aware of this kind of duality, telling that same interviewer in 1968 how his fellow film school classmates resented his initial success: “Oh, I am the original sell-out . . . Oh yes, I am the famous sell-out from UCLA. Dating back to 1961, when I got my job for $300 a week to write Reflections in a Golden Eye 

(1967). There was open resentment. I was making money. And I was sort of doing it. I was already doing what everybody was just talking about.” Yet he still harbored his notion of artistic integrity—the same kind his classmates ostensibly were disappointed he’d given up on—and proved his mettle by following up the most financially successful movie with a $1.3 million tech thriller inspired by a European art film. If you’re thinking that Paramount, who’d just made a bundle with The Godfather, was being cheap with this budget, consider this: in a 1982 profile of Coppola for The New Yorker, the great Lillian Ross noted that, eight years since its premiere, “The Conversation has still not earned back its cost.”


The Conversation is a lot of things: a paranoid thriller, a prophetic depiction of future America, a back-handed self-portrait of its creator, and an investigation into the nature of identity, trust, and reality. But maybe more than anything, it shows how Coppola was at his best when he worked smaller and with constraints. He dreamed of crafting original stories from a personal perspective, but there’s a reason his best films are either direct adaptations—The Godfather films, The Outsiders (1983), Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992)—or spiritual ones—like Apocalypse Now and The Conversation. His original films like The Rain People or, later, Tetro (2009) and Twixt (2011), struggle to cohere, or in the case of Megalopolis, its meanings and themes are telegraphed so clearly (and clunkily) that there’s no interpreting left for audiences.


The Conversation is thorny, enigmatic, and thematically multifaceted, qualities accomplished by seemingly contradictory elements. To begin with, it employs a visual medium to explore an auditory subject, centered around an inherently uncinematic act: listening. The film feels loose, slow, even wayward in its plotting, but on inspection, it’s as deliberately and delicately structured as The Godfather Part II (1974). It’s a quiet film scored by a single piano, yet not only is it organized like a musical composition, but music is in its very soul.

It’s also a work of art that morphed and shifted a great deal throughout its creation. As we’ll see, editor and sound designer Walter Murch and associate editor Richard Chew deserve much credit for making The Conversation as effective as it is. Thus, it’s also an auteur film that was undeniably collaborative.

In its European sensibility, its cynical view of American life, and its cast of character actors, The Conversation fits comfortably in the annals of the New Hollywood movement of the 1970s, but its prescience—both intentional and inadvertent—about the future of privacy, information, and autonomy makes it a unique work not just in the filmography of Francis Ford Coppola or among his fellow auteurs but in cinema history generally. (Other notable examples of uncannily prescient movies: 
Network (1975), Real Life (1979), and Wag the Dog 
(1997).)

In writing about this enigmatic tale, I allowed myself to follow whatever threads interested me, to sometimes go off on thematic tangents, personal asides, and intellectual histories. To write an entry for every minute of a 114-minute film required me (and freed me) to take as wide a view as possible, to incorporate any relevant information, however adjacent it may be to the subject at hand. I hope my approach is as entertaining as it is enlightening.

After the biggest success any director had ever had up until that point, Coppola was more interested in doing something new, even if that new thing wasn’t as novel, even if it was a riff on another artist’s work. It’s certainly a very different film from the two epic masterpieces it’s sandwiched between, beginning with its opening shot . . .
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