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“My task … is to make you hear,
to make you feel—and above all to make you see.
That is all, and it is everything.”

—JOSEPH CONRAD



It seems like I’ve spent most of my life sitting in a darkened theater, popcorn in hand, gazing in rapt wonder at the images projected on a river of light reflected on that monster screen.

I was one of those kids who grew up in Hollywood surrounded by the film industry; my uncle Sol was head of the Camera Department at 20th Century Fox, and our next-door neighbor was an actors’ agent who, I was told, got my brother and me a tiny part in Gone With the Wind. I was probably about two at the time, my brother four years older, and we played the ragged and dirty children of a young Southern couple running away from the Yankees advancing on Atlanta. Unfortunately, the scene ended up on the cutting room floor. A few years later, while playing the trumpet in the Sheriff’s Boys Band, like my brother before me, I was chosen to be one of the band members on the set of Frank Capra’s State of the Union, starring Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn. I don’t remember much about the experience except that Van Johnson taught me how to play checkers.

Saturday afternoons were spent sneaking into the neighborhood Gordon Theater and watching those wonderful old serials of Flash Gordon and Buck Rogers. During my teens, going to the movies became a passion, a form of entertainment, a distraction, a topic of discussion, a place to make out and have fun. Occasionally, there would be unforgettable moments: watching the chemistry of Bogart and Bacall in To Have and Have Not or Walter Huston’s mad dance as he discovered gold in the mountains in The Treasure of the Sierra Madre or watching Brando stagger up to the gangplank at the end of On the Waterfront. I went to Hollywood High School, where one of my best friends, Frank Mazzola, was chosen to be the “gang” consultant in Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause. Frank played the part of Crunch and the club I belonged to became the model of the gang in Rebel That’s when James Dean became one of the icons of my generation. We imitated his walk, his talk, the way he wore his hair and various other mannerisms. Yes, I can truly say that I was a child of Hollywood.

Later, going to the movies became a job, first as a documentary filmmaker, then as a film critic, which soon evolved into a career as a screenwriter. After many years of writing screenplays, I became a reader of screenplays, reading more than two thousand in a little over a year and finding only forty to submit to our financial partners. At that point, I became a teacher of screenwriting, then fused my experiences as a writer, reader and teacher into writing several best-selling books on the art and craft of screenwriting.

For the past thirty-five years, I’ve watched movies as they have become an integral part of our culture, part of our heritage, watched as they have become an international way of life. Once members of an audience are joined together in the darkness of a theater, they become one being, a single entity joined in a “community of emotion,” an unspoken and deep-seated connection to the human spirit that exists beyond time, place and circumstance.

Going to the movies is both an individual and a collective experience, a collection of moments standing out against the landscape of time—whether it’s a line of dialogue, like “Here’s looking at you, kid,” from Casablanca or the kid watching the video dance of a plastic bag amid the autumn leaves in American Beauty or the frogs falling in Magnolia.

Watching those flickering images flutter across the screen can bear witness to the entire range of human experience. It can be a moment of wonder and poetry, like the opening sequence of Close Encounters of the Third Kind, or one that captures the full scope of human history as the ape throws into the air a wooden club which merges into the spacecraft in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey. Thousands of years and the evolution of humankind condensed into two pieces of film; moments of magic and mystery. Such is the power of film.

I’ve always felt that if we can understand what makes a good movie, those elements of form, action, character and situation, then we, as audience, will have a greater knowledge and appreciation of the movie experience.

For several years now, I’ve wanted to write a book that would explore the elements of the movies from the audience’s point of view. What makes a good movie good and a bad movie bad. I must confess I’m appalled at how many bad movies make incredible amounts of money. Why do audiences go to these movies? I’m very happy when a good movie makes a lot of money, like Titanic, American Beauty, The Matrix or Cast Away, but when movies like The Lost World or Men in Black make so much money, it drives me up the wall.

The experience of seeing a good movie is more than just the quality of the acting, the music or the cinematography. Those elements, while important in bringing the movie to life, must be woven throughout the story line to be emotionally gratifying, like threads of gold accenting a rich tapestry.

I think James Cameron’s Titanic is an excellent example of that. It’s a great movie experience. Yet, when the film was playing around the world to packed theaters, many people, both critics and audience, publicly criticized the movie by criticizing the screenplay, making the assumption that people walked into a movie theater to see a great screenplay. As one famous producer told me, you don’t drive down Hollywood Boulevard to see a great screenplay. You go to see a great movie.

I have this discussion with writer friends all the time: Titanic may not be one of the greatest screenplays ever written, but it’s certainly a great movie experience. To be the most popular film of all time, winner of some eleven Academy Awards, more popular than Star Wars, E.T: The Extra-Terrestrial, Jurassic Park or Gone With the Wind, requires an audience to see the film several times.

So, what attracts an audience to see a film like Titanic?

When I saw the film the first time, I noticed that almost 60 percent of the audience were teenagers. The sixteen-year-old daughter of a friend of mine told me she had seen it some six times. Curious, I asked what she liked about it. Was it Leo? Yes and no, she replied, then began to explain what she, and her friends, saw in the film and why she liked it so much.

Listening to her talk about Titanic was really an education, and during our conversation I began to understand the film from her point of view. First, she talked about Rose, the Kate Winslet character, who represented a woman searching for her place in life, a woman isolated, restricted and suffocated by the unwritten rules and regulations of an indifferent society. As her mother constantly points out, her primary ambition in life is to marry a wealthy man. No matter that he’s a pompous ass; no matter what her personal dreams and goals are in life. She is expected to participate in the façade of a social convention that is supposed to look like happiness and fulfillment. Even though Rose rebels against that way of life, she is torn in two different directions. While she feels obligated to maintain the “proper” image of her upper-class heritage, she’s a woman who wants to be set free from the restrictions of society. As the old Rose tells us,” I saw my whole life as if I’d already lived it … an endless parade of parties and cotillions, yachts and polo matches … always the same narrow people, the same mindless chatter. I felt like I was standing at a great precipice, with no one to pull me back, no one who cared … or even noticed.”

Yes, she is the “poor little rich girl,” and as Jack (Leonardo DiCaprio) tells her, “They’ve got you in a glass jar like some butterfly, and you’re goin’ to die if you don’t break out. Maybe not right away … but sooner or later the fire in you is goin’ to go out.”

At that point in our conversation, the sixteen-year-old daughter of my friend told me she felt Titanic was a movie about “fate and destiny.” I must have looked a little puzzled, so she patiently explained that Jack wins his place aboard ship in a card game, and his true purpose in the story is to unlock the spirit and individuality of Rose. That insight struck me deeply as I realized she had reached a level of understanding about the movie I had completely missed. Indeed, it could very well be a film about the ironies of fate and the force of destiny.

When I asked what her favorite scene in the movie was, she replied after careful consideration, “the flying scene,” that moment when Rose and Jack stand on the bow rail facing the vast, unbroken sea and she raises her arms and starts “flying.” I asked why, and she said, Rose puts her faith and trust in Jack and achieves a level of hope she had never experienced before. Jack makes her feel truly alive because he teaches her to believe in herself. Which is, of course, the very essence of freedom.

Visually, the moment is heightened by the sweeping movement of Cameron’s direction, and the camera makes us partners in discovering the joy and freedom that Rose and Jack feel. In the screenplay it’s written like this: “Rose gasps. There is nothing in her field of vision but water. It’s like there is no ship under them at all, just the two of them soaring. The Atlantic unrolls toward her, a hammered copper shield under a dusk sky. There is only the wind, and the hiss of the water 50 feet below….”

“I’m flying,” Rose joyfully exclaims.

Jack and the ship seem to merge into one force of power and optimism, lifting her, buoying her forward on a magical journey, soaring onward into a night without fear.

When I first saw that scene I was just knocked out. The power of the images, the soaring emotion of the musical score magnified the unspoken commitment of Rose to Jack. When I read this particular scene in the screenplay, it brought to mind Edmund’s speech from Eugene O’Neill’s classic Long Day’s Journey Into Night. Edmund tries to articulate his own feelings of merging into the absolute. He was on a ship heading for Buenos Aires, he says, and as “I lay on the bowsprit, facing astern, with the water foaming into spume high above me. I became drunk with the beauty and singing rhythm of it, and for a moment I lost myself—actually lost my life. I was set free! I dissolved in the sea, became white sails and flying spray, became beauty and rhythm, became moonlight and the ship and the high dim-starred sky! I belonged, without past or future, within peace and unity and a wild joy, with something greater than my own life, or the life of Man, to Life itself! To God, if you want to put it that way.”

As I sat listening to my young friend trying to put her feelings into words, I glimpsed the same kind of passion etched in her luminous eyes. I knew within the very fabric of my being that her experience of seeing this movie could possibly have been a moment of a great awakening in her young life.

To me, this is the power of film. The themes, the images, the moments remembered in a movie experience like Titanic, are kind of a peak experience that can possibly influence a person’s behavior for the rest of his life.

This particular moment led me once again to think about writing a book in which I could share with the reader and audience how to identify some of those particular moments that create great movie experiences.

Now, I know this is a noble idea, a wonderful idea, but I didn’t have a clue about where to begin. Besides, would anyone really be interested? As I tell the writers I work with, a good idea is not a good idea unless it’s executed properly. But the idea for the book kept nagging at me, and every time I went to the movies, I kept hoping I would find the key to some kind of an insight that would guide me along this path of discovery. What’s so wonderful and mysterious about the creative process is that answers, or solutions to problems, often come when you least expect them. And that’s what happened to me.

One night, as my wife and I were having dinner with a friend of mine, she asked what I was working on. I told her I had this idea about writing a book that would shed some light on the movie-going experience but didn’t know how to execute it. She listened, smiled; and then, almost as an afterthought, she casually said, “Why don’t you put yourself into it.”

Her words struck me like lightning. Put myself into it? Why not? I could see tracing my own journey in film and writing about the people and the films which have influenced me in the shaping and executing of my ideas about the movies. I also saw I could isolate and define those elements found in all good movies and share them with a larger audience. I started backtracking along my life in film: where it began, how it began, where it took me and the things that happened along the way.

Over the next few weeks, I began thinking about my life in film, the people who guided and influenced me and the movies I’d seen and studied. The more I considered the possibilities from this perspective, the more enthusiastic I became. The “capper” came one night when I was watching Sam Peckinpah’s great western The Wild Bunch (Walon Green, Peckinpah) on television. As I watched the movie I recalled the time I spent with Peckinpah while he was writing The Wild Bunch and I was starting my own screenwriting career. We had had long conversations at his home in Malibu about the movies, especially westerns, as we sat nursing a beer and watching the sun set across the vast expanse of ocean.

Seeing The Wild Bunch again, many years later, even though it had been edited for television, was a profound experience. The images are so powerful, the characters so well drawn, that I still remember some of the scenes he was writing, our discussions about them and the joy and exhilaration I had watching them unfold on the screen. Those memories kick-started me into reconstructing the steps I’ve taken along the path that I’m still following today.

It was a journey that began in the spring of 1960 during my second semester at the University of California at Berkeley. I was acting in a production of Woyzeck, and after a performance one night, I was introduced to the great French film director Jean Renoir.

My relationship with Renoir changed my life. You know, there may be two or three times during our lives when something happens that alters the direction of our lives; we meet someone, go somewhere or do something we’ve never done before, and those moments become peak experiences guiding us to where we’re supposed to go. People say I was extremely fortunate to be working with Renoir, that it was a chance and fortuitous incident of being in the right place at the right time. That’s true. But over the years, I’ve learned not to believe too much in luck or accidents anymore; I think everything happens for a reason. There’s something to be learned from every experience we encounter during the brief time we spend on this planet. Call it fate, call it destiny, call it what you will, it really doesn’t matter.

There’s an ancient Sanskrit scripture that says, “The world is as you see it”; that means what’s inside our heads—our thoughts, feelings and emotions—are reflected outside in our everyday life. In other words, the movie that’s playing inside our heads is the movie we call our life. What we believe to be true, is true; accidents don’t “just happen.” I had been given the opportunity of working with one of the greatest filmmakers alive, and it was my relationship with Renoir that ultimately led me onto the path I’m still following.

For almost a year, I sat at Renoir’s feet, watching and learning about movies through his eyes. He was always commenting on film, his opinions vocal and fervent about everything he saw or wrote as an artist, a person and a humanitarian. Being in his presence was an inspiration, a major life lesson, a joy, a privilege, as well as a great learning experience. Though movies have been a major part of my life, it was only during the time I spent with Renoir that I turned my focus to the world of film, the same way a plant turns toward the sun. Suddenly, I saw the movies in a whole new light, as a form to study and learn from, seeking in the story and images an expression and understanding of life. My love for the movies has fed and nourished me ever since.

“Qu’est-ce que c’est le Cinema?” is a question Renoir always used to ask before he showed us a movie; “What is film?” He used to say movies are more than mere flashing images on the screen; “they are an art form that become larger than life.” During the time I spent at the graduate division of the UCLA film school, I approached my studies of the movies from the point of view of Renoir’s question: “What is film?”

So, what makes a great movie experience?

That’s what I wanted to explore in this book. For that reason, I’ve designed each chapter to be like a photograph, capturing a specific moment and insight in my life that occurred during a particular moment in time.

Hopefully, sharing the experience of my journey will illuminate and enhance your own perception of the movies, bringing forth a richer and more profound moviegoing experience.
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“The future is film.”
—JEAN RENOIR



August 1959. The sun was high and it was very late in the morning when I finally got into my car and headed north on Highway 101 to Berkeley California. It was a big step for me. For several years after my parents’ death, I had been floundering, not knowing what direction I wanted to take in my life, not knowing what I wanted to be or do. My mother’s last wish before she died was for me to become a “professional person,” which meant, in that special, unspoken communication between mother and son, that she wanted me to become a doctor, lawyer or dentist.

Wanting to honor her wishes, and thus ignoring my own, I enrolled at USC in predentistry, but it took only a few weeks for me to discover it wasn’t really for me. The courses I liked were English literature, but as my aunt, who was raising me after my mother’s death, patiently explained, the only thing I could do with an English degree was teach. And what was the future in that?

A friend of mine from high school, Frank Mazzola, happened to be taking an acting class at a local theater, and convinced me it was something I should do. I sat in on just one session and, needless to say, loved it. Acting was an ideal opportunity for me to avoid dealing with all the future “life decisions” I was confronting. In exchange for the acting lessons, I was offered a “job” as stage manager for the little theater, and I jumped at it. I participated in many of the productions, as a walk-on or background extra, but I ran the stage with responsibility and efficiency. By the following summer, I had improved my acting skills to such a degree that I was invited to become a member of the Shakespearean Repertory Company at the Old Globe Theater in San Diego. I was seriously considering pursuing an acting career.

When my aunt, who promised my mother to take care of me, heard about this, she told me, “Acting may be a great hobby, but it doesn’t pay the rent. What are you going to do for a living?” I had no idea, of course, and simply refused to deal with it. But I certainly knew what I didn’t want: a “9-to-5” job in a bank or insurance company.

What did I want to do with my life? That was really the question. Should I become an actor? What about the promise I made to my mother on her deathbed? I had no answers, of course, and the pressure of trying to deal with these questions became too much, so I decided to just take off.

So, when the little theater finished its current slate of productions, I decided I would drive across the country and visit my brother, then attending Washington University Medical School in St. Louis. I loved that driving experience so much I decided not to return to school, and for the next two years I traveled back and forth across the country. It was really a time of freedom; I had inherited a small sum of money from my mother’s estate and was very fortunate not to have to work. I just kept driving; I never knew where I was going till I got there. I had good times and bad times, and loved every minute of it. I was like a cloud on the wind, drifting without aim or purpose. But deep down, no matter how far or how long I drove, I was always aware that I would eventually have to come back to myself.

It didn’t take me very long to see I was lost. I didn’t know who I was, or where I was going. And then, one day, while driving through the Arizona desert, I realized I had traveled this same road before. Everything was the same, but different. It was the same stand of foothills in the same barren desert—but it was two years later. In reality, I felt like I had gone nowhere. I had spent two years ostensibly trying to get my head together, and still I had no aim, no purpose, no goal, no destination. I had no direction in my life. I suddenly saw my future—and it was nowhere.

Time seemed to be slipping away, and I knew in that moment that I had to do something, that it was time for me to stop wandering and go back to school. I thought that at least I’d give it a shot, maybe find something I liked, perhaps get a degree—not realizing then that the choices we make always take us to the place we’re supposed to be going.

And so it was in that late summer of 1959 that I packed my belongings, said my good-byes, got into my car and began driving north to Berkeley. It was the first time in my life I truly felt I had some kind of direction, and I was both confident and unsure in the choice I was making.

Berkeley at the dawn of the sixties was an active crucible of revolt and unrest. Signs, banners, slogans and leaflets were everywhere: Castro’s rebel force had just overthrown Batista, and signs ranged from “Cuba Libre” and “Time for the Revolution” to “Get Out of Vietnam,” “Free Speech,” Abolish ROTC,” “Equal Rights for Everyone” and “Socialism for All, & All for Socialism.” Telegraph Avenue, the main street leading onto the campus, was always lined with a colorful display of banners and leaflets as I walked to class. Every day there were protest rallies, and when I stopped to listen I would see the FBI agents, trying to be inconspicuous in their shirts and ties, taking pictures of everyone. It was a joke.

Hunger strikes on campus protested the mandatory ROTC courses, and it didn’t take long for me to be swept up in the activities and issues of the time. Like so many others of my generation, I was influenced and inspired by the “beats”: Kerouac, Ginsburg, Gregory Corso, those poet/saints who were blazing a trail of rebellion and revolution. Inspired by their voices, and their lives, I, too, wanted to ride the waves of change. It wasn’t too long before the campus exploded into a political frenzy initiated by Mario Savio and the Free Speech Movement.

One of the summer jobs I’d had a few years earlier was working in a heart research lab on the then-new heart bypass machine, and I really loved it. I had a notion that I might like to become a doctor, a cardiologist to be exact, but I discovered when I enrolled at Berkeley that I couldn’t declare premed as a major. So I enrolled in English literature instead, got a part-time job working in a record store, and took my required premed courses like chemistry and physics, along with my English requirements. It worked out fine. I liked the school, the environment and the people.

One day, during the second half of my first year, as I was walking across campus I read a poster advertising an open reading for a university theater production of Georg Buchner’s Woyzeck. I was restless studying, wanted to find a way to unwind, and since I had some spare time, I decided, why not? I would read for the play, without expecting anything because I was not part of the Theater Arts Department. So I joined the hopefuls, did my reading, and that was that. A few days later, I checked the casting board, and found to my surprise that I had been chosen to play the lead character, Woyzeck.

The rehearsals were intense, and when the play finally opened in Wheeler Auditorium, Berkeley’s main theater, we played to full houses almost every night. One night, after the evening performance, I was introduced to the man who would soon become my mentor: Jean Renoir. As “artist in residence,” Renoir would present the world premiere of his play Carola. Because of my work in Woyzeck, I was asked to read for Renoir’s play, and while I knew it was a great opportunity, I didn’t think too much about it. Not knowing anything about Renoir or his films, I read for the part, then learned I had been cast to play the third lead, Campan, the director/stage manager and lover of Carola.

What can I say about Jean Renoir? He was a man like any other, but what separated him, at least in my mind, was his great heart; he was open, friendly, a man of great intelligence and wit who seemed to influence the lives of everyone he touched. The son of the great Impressionistic painter Pierre-Auguste Renoir, he, too, had the great gift of sight. He literally opened my eyes to the world of film and theater, what it is and what it could be.

The rehearsals for Carola were held in the basement theater, and when I walked in for the first table reading, I noticed several well-known faculty members and press people hovering in the background, anxious to observe Renoir at work. Renoir, who reminded me of a warm, cuddly teddy bear, spoke with a pronounced French accent and walked with a slight limp—the result, I learned later, of a wound suffered in the First World War. I immediately tuned in to his presence, which emanated a sense of excitement that I found friendly and inviting.

Renoir sat the actors around the table and began to talk about his play. The action, he told us, takes place in Paris during the German occupation in the Second World War. It was a time of fear and mistrust in Paris; the Nazis had installed the Vichy government to oversee the occupation, and the French secret police—the French Gestapo, as they were called—answered to no one.

The action of the play takes place backstage, in Carola’s dressing room and just outside, in the adjacent hallway, before and during the performance, which takes place offstage. The play opens when Von Claudius, the German general in charge of Paris and former lover of Carola, comes back to see her. He is weary of the war, and is one of the instigators in the plot against Hitler. He wants to renew his love for Carola and run away with her to South America.

Carola was played by a young actress named Deneen Peckinpah, and since we had many scenes together, we spent a lot of time hanging out when rehearsals were over. We liked each other and developed a close relationship, both in and out of the theater.

My character, Campan, was the flamboyant, theatrical director/stage manager of the theater who is deeply in love with Carola; in the end, he sacrifices his life for her, for France and for the theater. Like most actors trained in the realistic approach of the “method,” I liked to feel my way into the heart of the character, much like a butterfly circling a rock. During the early rehearsals, I read my lines simply, in a basic monotone, trying to find something—a word, a phrase, an emotion—I could latch on to.

Renoir was patient and persistent, saying, “Creating a part is like going into a store to buy a new jacket. First, you try it on and see how it looks and how it fits. Then, it needs alteration; you have to alter the sleeves, perhaps the length, maybe let out the back a little. Once it’s altered, you try it on, and while it may fit, it feels a little tight under the arms, and the material is a little too stiff. It takes a few times wearing it before it really becomes comfortable, before it becomes an extension of yourself. It’s the same in the creative process.”

This image and his words have stayed with me. Facing the blank sheet of paper, I’ve learned to simply “throw down” thoughts, words and ideas, and gradually, a shape and form appears. Then I add, tighten, condense, hone and polish, and pretty soon I have something I can relate to. That’s the creative process.

One of the first things I learned about Renoir was his aversion to the “cliché.” The character of Campan was overly dramatic, and I had no experience to bring to that aspect of the character. So I played it as I thought it should be played, creating a character more from my imagination than from my experience. It didn’t work. I wanted to play it more “real,” but he wanted me to become more theatrical, “larger than life.” It was a tough adjustment to make. Renoir was patient, nurturing. He would quote his father on bringing an idea into existence. “If you paint the leaf on a tree without using a model,” the great Impressionistic painter once said, “your imagination will only supply you with a few leaves; but Nature offers you millions, all on the same tree. No two leaves are exactly the same. The artist who paints only what is in his mind must very soon repeat himself.” If you look at Renoir’s great paintings, you’ll see what he meant. No two leaves, no two flowers, no two people, are ever painted the same way. It’s the same with his son’s films.

I learned to become observant, searching for people who would show me a kind of behavior I could draw upon, and it didn’t take long for me to become adept at noticing mannerisms and behavior patterns. I would see a gesture, or the way someone walked, and try and incorporate it into my characterization of Campan. Over and over again Renoir would tell me to “avoid the cliché,” and he constantly instilled in me, and every member of the cast, the value of my own experience. “Bring yourself to the character,” he would say, because “an actor either plays ‘true’ or plays ‘false.’ If he plays ‘true’ he may allow himself all manner of exaggeration.” Don’t worry about being “too dramatic,” he repeated over and over again; that’s who the character is. He instilled in me a great understanding: as long as I avoided the cliché I could be true to the character and the situation. It was a lesson I still carry with me today.

Renoir often spoke about his love for the movies, about the theater, about art, acting and literature. “Qu’est-ce que c’est le Cinema?” he would ask over and over again; “What is film?” Is it art? Is it literature? He shared with us his view that movies “are a new form of printing—another form of the total transformation of the world through knowledge.” And he would refer to Lumière, inventor of the early French motion picture camera, the Cinématographe, as “another Gutenberg.”

During the year I was under his tutelage, he shared his experience of the movies and expounded upon the art of cinema. He insisted movies had the potential to be literature, but they should never be considered as “art.” When I asked what he meant, he replied that “art” is the sole vision of one person, which in the scheme of the filmmaking process is a contradiction. He explained that one person can’t do everything that’s required to make a movie. One person can write the screenplay, direct the film, photograph it, edit it and score it, like Charlie Chaplin, but, Renoir continued, the filmmaker cannot act all the parts, or record all the sound, or handle all the lighting requirements and the myriad of other details that are required to make a movie. “Art,” he said, “should offer the viewer the chance of merging with the creator.”

As young students just learning from the master, we would literally sit at his knees and ask questions, share our ideas or discuss our opinions of life and art. He would answer everything. Every question, even the dumbest ones, were received with interest and respect. When a cast member asked, “How can we be true to our art?” he shared his personal philosophy that “art is in the doing of it.” A simple answer, yet profound, relevant and true. It’s only during the process of working, he explained—whether directing a film, composing a song, writing a script, painting a picture, whatever—that one “creates art;” art is the process of actually sitting down and doing it. Not talking about doing it, not thinking or fantasizing about doing it, but doing it. Only after the work has been completed, and exposed to public view, will it be considered a work of “art” or not. If you think you’re “an artist” just waiting for the right project to materialize, you’ll be waiting forever.

We had been rehearsing for several weeks when the Renoir film retrospective began. The question of “What is film?” is as relevant today as it was when I first heard it. “Qu’est-ce que c’est le Cinema?” How do we define it? Analyze it? What makes film a form larger than life? As I mentioned, I had not seen any of his films at that time, nor did I know anything about his film career.

One day, Renoir informed us there was going to be a special screening of his film La Grande Illusion for cast and crew, and needless to say, I was more than a little curious. After a short rehearsal, we went into the screening room, made ourselves comfortable and listened while Renoir told us a little about the history of La Grande Illusion. Produced in 1937, the film was viewed in Germany as an indictment of war. Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi propaganda minister, immediately banned it. He despised it so much that he labeled it “Cinematographic Enemy No. 1,” and destroyed every European print he could find. Renoir thought he would never see the film again, but when the American troops marched into Munich in 1945, they uncovered a negative, preserved, ironically, by the Germans themselves. Several years later, under Renoir’s supervision, the film was restored, duplicated, then released.

I could see the emotion engraved in his face as he prepared to show us the film that had survived the war. He finished speaking, paused for a moment, as if he wanted to add something, then changed his mind and took his seat. As the theater darkened, we could almost feel the tremendous physical and emotional energy he had expended to preserve his film.

At first, the images on screen seemed stilted and old-fashioned, the sound track scratchy, laced with static, the acting broad and theatrical. But all my judgments vanished quickly.

The situation depicting the barriers between the upper class, the aristocracy and the common man, the officers and the enlisted men, was sketched simply, without pretense or comment. As the film progressed, the ideas presented in it suddenly seemed so profound, so dynamic, so fresh and new to my consciousness, that I totally surrendered to the force of the images unfolding on the screen.

The story takes place in 1916, during the First World War. On a photographic reconnaissance mission, Marichal (Jean Gabin), an auto mechanic from Paris, and Captain de Boeldieu (Pierre Fresnay), an aristocrat and member of the military elite, are shot down by the German ace von Rauffenstein (Erich von Stroheim). They survive the crash, but are captured and sent to a German prisoner of war camp. When the war begins to turn against the Germans, the prisoners are transferred to another prison, a huge castle deep in the heart of Germany. In the kind of irony Renoir loved, the camp is supervised by von Rauffenstein, now wearing a bulky neck brace. The German is also an aristocrat, a member of the military elite, and the only gifts he’s received for his glorious participation in the “art of war,” he explains, is a fractured spine, three pieces of metal in his arms and a metal kneecap.

There are no distinctions between de Boeldieu and von Rauffenstein; both are aristocrats, both are of noble origin, and the fact that they are enemies is irrelevant. They are respectful and cordial to each other, and the French aristocrat is invited to the German aristocrat’s personal quarters for brandy and conversation.

I began to see what Renoir meant when he talked about “avoiding the cliché.” Showing von Rauffenstein, the “enemy,” offering kindness and hospitality to his prisoner, and tenderly caring for his single geranium plant, reveals the German’s own dedication to life and living. It presents a dimension of character that is enlightening in its simplicity. Caring for the geranium plant is the only thing that has meaning for him other than his conversations with de Boeldieu.

Another scene that reveals Renoir’s genius in avoiding the cliché takes place on Christmas Eve. It’s important to remember that during the First World War—the Great War, as it’s called—the Geneva Convention was, for the most part, strictly honored. So it wasn’t unusual for relatives, friends and family to send in crates of food and goodies to aid the prisoners in their health and comfort. What the prisoners received usually arrived intact, and they would usually share it with one another. And now, in this isolated fortress prison castle, Christmas is approaching. To celebrate, it is agreed that the French and English prisoners will put on a special Christmas performance for all the prisoners and guards of the prison camp.

A large crate arrives for one of the characters, Rosenthal, which is filled with women’s clothes that will be used as costumes for the Christmas performance. As Rosenthal unpacks the crate, an English soldier removes a dress, tries it on, puts on a wig, applies some makeup and, with his pipe in his mouth, walks into the barracks looking for a mirror. Suddenly, the hubbub surrounding the arrival of the crates stops. All eyes turn and stare in silent wonder at the soldier in drag. No words need to be said. The contrast in image, emotion and desire dissolves into an exquisite moment of silence as the men realize how long it’s been since they’ve seen a woman. It’s a stunning moment.

This sets up a later scene, when the Russian prisoners of war receive a large crate, a present sent from the royal family. Anticipating vodka and caviar, they invite the other prisoners to join them in what they think will be a grand time. With great joy and enthusiasm, they remove the nails from the crate, open it, pull off the packing straw … and what do they find? Books. Books on algebra, philosophy; books on grammar; even cookbooks. The prisoners are outraged. In anger and frustration, they burn the books and curse the monarchy.

As the German guards rush to put out the fire, it is de Boeldieu who realizes that the fire creates an ideal diversion for escape. It is decided that Marichal and Rosenthal will escape, and it is de Boeldieu who will insist on creating a diversion, sacrificing himself for the sake of the others. He knows the class of the aristocracy is only a lingering echo of former times. As the Germans hunt down the French aristocrat de Boeldieu, von Rauffenstein begs the Frenchman to give up “this nonsense.” During the distraction, Marichal and Rosenthal make their escape and begin their trek across the mountains to Switzerland and freedom. It’s another one of Renoir’s ironies that the German aristocrat should be the one to fire the shot that kills the French aristocrat. His action, of course, represents the death of an old way of life which has failed to survive the turbulence of the changing times. As one way of life ends, the two Frenchmen make their way to freedom to begin a new life. In that sense, the film is as relevant today as it was when it was made in 1937.

When the film ended and the lights came on, I was so moved I could hardly speak. I felt as if I was stoned, my mind overwhelmed with the dynamic expression of Renoir’s ideas. No wonder critics have consistently named La Grande Illusion one of the greatest films of all time. Seeing this movie literally opened my eyes to what the movies could be: an intellectual and emotional experience, suffused with a truth and universal appeal that can transcend the boundaries of time.

“Qu’est-ce que c’est le Cinema?”

La Grande Illusion. That is film.

Looking back on that spring afternoon, I see it as a major turning point in my life. It was not so much the images of the movie, the grainy print and scratchy sound track or the seemingly old-fashioned acting style. It was the power of the ideas, the contrasting images between what was seen on the screen and the emotional undercurrents the characters were feeling and conveying. I left the screening and walked down Telegraph Avenue in a daze. It was late afternoon, and groups of students were gathering at street corners urging people to sign their petitions. The coffee shops were full, and the sound of jazz was playing in the background. But I hardly heard or saw anything; I was only aware of the power of the images and ideas that were echoing across the landscape of my mind.

I didn’t know much about the First World War, but I did know that fighting this war was thought to be a brave and courageous act that would “end all wars.” As we learned from Hitler and the wars following, that wasn’t the case at all. Wars have always been part of our collective unconscious, since Grecian times. As I walked down that darkening street I became aware that the same thing was happening all over again: The revolution in Cuba had been successful and Castro had fought his way to power, replacing one dictatorship with another. And just the day before, I had signed a petition against sending U.S.-trained “advisers” on “training missions” in a Far Eastern country called Vietnam. To believe that the First World War was fought as “the war to end all wars” is nothing but a grand illusion.

War was war: outdated, outmoded, to be sure, a political solution to an economic or social problem. What made such an impression on me was that Renoir’s vision was articulated dramatically, through characters and action placed in a certain situation. It was truly a profound experience.

Over the next several months, the cast members were privileged to see many of Renoir’s films: Le Dejeuner sur l’Herbe (Picnic on the Grass), Swamp Water, The Southerner, Nana, The Golden Coach, The River and others. I began to gain an insight into both the man and the artist.

One afternoon, as we were preparing for our first dress rehearsal, Renoir started talking about a movie he had made called Le Règle du Jeu (Rules of the Game). He told us the film had originally been produced in Paris in 1939 but that after the first public screening the audience was so outraged that the distributors felt compelled to cut the film drastically. The French and Vichy governments banned the film as being “demoralizing,” and it was removed from every movie screen in Paris. During one of the Allied bombings, the original negative of Rules of the Game was destroyed. After the war, pieces of the negative were found, and once again the painstaking task of reassembling the film—from more than two hundred film cans, along with bits and pieces of the sound track—was undertaken. Renoir shared that just before he came to Berkeley, the restoration had been completed and new prints struck. He wanted us to be the first American audience to see the newly restored version.

Needless to say, the screening had a profound and emotional impact on all of us, including Renoir and his wife, Dido. It was a small yet select audience: the cast and crew of Carola, Renoir’s son Alain, an English professor at the university, plus a few faculty members and friends. The first public screening would be offered a few weeks later.

The story takes place in 1938, and the winds of war are everywhere in Europe. The manners, morals and behavior that people live by are the “rules of the game,” and in the turbulent times before World War II, the rules of society are in the midst of change.

The film opens as a daredevil flier lands in France in a single-engine plane, bettering Lindbergh’s epic record. The pilot, Jurieu, is treated like a national hero. When he’s interviewed about his courageous feat, he confesses that it was his love for a woman that inspired him to break Lindbergh’s record. Then he complains to the assembled reporters that she was not even there to greet him. He really doesn’t care that she’s married and with her husband. For him to blurt out his love for his woman publicly is totally uncool. His best friend, Octave, played by Renoir, rebukes him for acknowledging his love. According to the “rules” of society, it’s not the way you play the game.

At the large hunting-house party that is the centerpiece of Rules of the Game, Christine, the woman Jurieu’s in love with, discovers her husband’s mistress, and in a fit of anger and spite asks Jurieu to run away with her. The request is more an act of punishment of her husband than a sign of love for the aviator. In Christine’s eyes, Jurieu is
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