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. total awareness that a film can be successtul only because an audience is interested in

a particular

The quality of the film itself doesn’t affect an audience as much as the subject you’ve chosen.”

L e

Judith McNally

o iind a lukewarm reaction to

s’ work. Mention the films

v orizinal, fiercely indepen-

- snitersdirector and you usually

wrus of superlatives praising

:.;;;:ure day-to-day reality,
xh and intenbity, and his

or, a d15.~,entmg voice is
stand that man’s stuff!”
. hominem it may be, you
~wondering if such a stern
twn doesn’t grow from the
~avetes’ films can hit home
.zacy which some are bound
Jortable,
nim, A WOMAN UNDER
“NUE, is no exception. On
.''s a simple enough story:
1L is a young housewife

«reGc and smothered by her

ve small children, and a
manding Italian-American
* her make the transition

74 kookiness to full-fledged
‘urbance, both because and

- ausband’s well-intentioned,
bts to “straighten her out.”

put it, the film brings
¢ of @ mind in retreat.”
-Mabel (brilliantly played

by Peter Falk and Gena Rowlands,
Cassavetes' wife) are hardly excerpts from
a psychiatric textbook. Rather, like all
Cassavetes’ characters, they are fully-
conceived, fully realized human beings:
no stranger and no smarter than most of
us, coping as best they can with univer-
sals like marriage, families, pain, and
loneliness. As usual, Cassavetes has cast
some important supporting roles with
non-professionals, many of them his
friends and relatives, and has drawn such
excellent performances from them that,
as one top critic phrased it, it almost
makes nepotism seem desirable.

Like all his previous films, A WOMAN
UNDER THE INFLUENCE was In-
dependently produced and financed. The
facts of his career bear out what you
quickly sense in talking with the man: he
has the courage of his convictions. He
wants to do his films the best way he
knows how, and if that means going it
alone, well, that’s what he does. Risky? Of
course. But the risks have paid off. His
first film, SHADOWS (shot over three
years with his acting students) received
critical acclaim and several awards,
FACES won numerous awards including
three Academy-Award nominations. TOO
LATE BLUES, A CHILD IS WAITING,
HUSBANDS, and MINNIE AND

MOSKOWITZ, all of them popularly and
critically successful, complete the roster.

Cassavetes was in New York for tne
premiere of A WOMAN UNDER THE
INFLUENCE at the NY Film Festival
and we were able to talk for several hours
As is usually the case, his stay in town was
a tightly-scheduled round of press con-
ferences, talk shows, and interviews. In
those circumstances, an interview can
often become a carefully-choreographed
ritual as a tired, harried director do

és nis
best to hide his fatigue while trotting out
pat answers to questions he's already
answered a dozen times.

It is not the case when you talk with
John Cassavetes. He's intense, volatile,
down-to-earth, and unpretentious. And
when we got down to what John consicers
brass tacks: people, working with actors
(not su;pﬂau.ﬂ. since he was a successful
TV and film actor before turning film-
maker), and the film industry—then hot
coffea got cold and cigarettes went unlit for
unnervinzly long periods while he stated
his case, by turns vehement, thoughtful,
even angry. But always candid. I kept

aiting for the B.i'IlDbt stan daru “Of
::-::rurae this is all off the record,” but it
never came. It was nardly a typical inter-
view; but then, John Cassavetes is far
from a typical filmmaker.
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JUDITIH MC NALLY: How did you get
involved In dn.m: the sercenplay for A
WOMAN UNDER THE INFLUENCE?
Is it sometihing yuu had wanted to do
for a long time?
JOHN CASSAVETTES: I think we're
just reporters, all of us basically. And a
story like this is not m,w'-awurt,hy ruﬂly—
it’s not Watergate, it's not war; it’s a man
and woman relationship, which is always
interesting to me. And in telling a story, I
think the important thing is to make it
correspond to the emotions of the
audience you're addressing. I have a total
awareness that a film can be successful
only because an audience is interested in
a particular subject. The quality of the
film itself doesn’t affect an audience as
much as the subject you choose.
JM: Did you have a particular
audience in mind ?
JC: Yes—neople. Women and men, to be
more specific. Actually, A WOMAN
UNDER THE INFLUENCE was first a
trilogy of three-act plays which I con-
rted to one screenplay. It was hard to
cut down, and the finished film is long. As
I get older, I guess I have a tendency to
make longer pictures. But the subjects are
also more difficult. [ don’t think audiences
are satisfied any longer with just touching
the surface of people’s lives; I think they
really want to get into a subject.

I: I certainly didn’t find the length
excessive, but two and a half hours is
long for a feature. Do you anticipate
any trouble from theater owners?

JC: I haven’t had any; no one has brought
it up. This film deals with the serious
problems of a man and woman who are
alienated from each other by their
backgrounds, ignorant of their problems,
yet totally in love. If we rushed the story
just to get to the dramatic areas, it would
no longer be a valid picture. So I can’t
take into consideration what some theater
owner or distributor might think—I
couldn’t care less.
JM: How tightly was the film scripted?
JC: I think it’s in the modern screenplay
tradition—if there is such a thing. The old
screenplays, as you know, detailed every
shot, every angle, every location. Today
we just don’t do that; pictures are much
more loosely made. This script was really
for the actors, so we did have all the
dialozue scripted.
JM: One of the hallmarks of your films
is the consistently brilliant perfor-
Imances }r.::-u get {from your actors. Do
you do a lot of rele arsing?
JC: Not that much. I just use very good
actors; that helps! I really believe almost
anyone can act. How well they can act
depends on how {ree they are arid whether
the circumstances are such that they can
reveal what they feel. I don’t think there's
any great trick to my directing: I just get
people I like, pec;pl... I'm interested in, and
talk to them on the basis of their bemﬂ*
people rather than actors.

If an actor wants to do something in a
certain way, I don’t want to tell him that
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wouldn’t be righ at would be crazy.
I'm never aware of anyone being bad; 1
don’t have that type of criticism in me. I
believe everything until the actor stops
and questions. 1 don’t want big, long dis-
cussions: [ don’t want to know what
they're thinking. If an actor tells me,
“Look, I'm going to be this” and then tries
to do it, he's putting untold pressure on
himself.

JM: Can you explain why you often
work with Dboth amateurs
and professionals in the same picture?
JC: I find it very easy because they help
each other. The amateur has no
preconceived notions of how it should be
done; the professional has: he’s gone to
school, learned techniques, knows what
will work—his choices, his selections, are
usually better. The amateur has no selec-
tion: it's a very pure thing. So the
professional gets a little jealous while the
amateur begins to pick up a few things.
Somewhere in the course of the film they
come together and aid each other: the
professional takes purity from the
amateur, and the amateur takes on a cer-
tain amount of professionalism.

JM: Do you consciously direct this
process, or does it just sort of happen by
osmosis?

JC: I think it’s all in the atmosphere. It's
very nard to let the technical processes of
film take over and then expect the actors
to reveal themselves. I mean, you can'’t
take a shower at a dinner party. If I have
any special way of working, it's just to set

up an anmmphere where what the actors

are doing is really important, fun, and
nothing takca precedence over it.

For that reason, the choice of the crew
becomes extremely important. They have
to understand that what they’re doing—
no matter how hard they’re working—is
only to help what's going on in front of the
camera. Audiences are not watching the
technical processes as hard as they‘re
watching the actors. If the actors are
good, the picture looks good—I mean, the
actual photography looks better when th
actors are better.

On a set there's really a lot that can
hamper the actors. For example, in this
film, here’s maype the most important
moment in two people’s lives: a guy i
committing his wife to a mental hespital.
But someone is also fiddling with your
hair, putting .Lpbtlﬂk on y-:n.. placing
lights above you, sitting you down, mark-
ing your feet, moving cameras, y&llinﬂ,
“Hey, she doesn’t look good; her skin is
out of focus.” Now, [ ask you, how can the
actors concentrate? So we do all this
before the actors come cnstage. We all
work quietly, and hopefully efficiently,
and get it done.

JM: In this film the performance of the
three small children is critically im-
portant at times. Did you find any
special problem in working with such
young children?

JC: It is different. You're always stooping
to the children, always aware they are
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children, You don’t quite know -
they can comprehend or how goad -
going to be, s0 you're alway, .
afraid they're going to be little o
cute kitls.

I found the hest approach Wes
kind of cold to the kids, not 1o 4.
thern as children and ney ¢
whether they'd do well, IJLJ.‘-L Lr---
would pick up, as an adult wg
the story was going. As a matter o
was really quite thrilied, At ‘.;e En-
picture, there's a scene waere P
.a apparently attacaing nis .:

kids automatically attacked the /-
never said for thera to do that, i1:
did it—and in an exguiiite wa.
delicacy with which tney ap;
their own intervention and ihs -
sides was something that cou
have been told to tnem. Yoy i

1 h-. i
-

to put any pressure on the cii.
they can listen and do things i-.
way. And I think they dic.

Now in working with the kids
actors for that matter, I certan
directions—but ['m not aware ¢f .
hopefully, the people I give then
not aware of taking them. So [ ir
example, they went up the stai: .
must have said something about 1
tried to do it within the framewc::
action so it didn’t become a sez ¢
I might have said, “Take them .
stairs, Pete,” and then eliminz::
from the soundrtrack.

JM: One strll-:.ing thing about
films is your use of the camerato
probe, and reveal. How closely ¢
work with the cinematograph::
planning camera moves and ang
JC: Obviously, you have to bezin
ting the camera somewhere. but .
there is no such thing as setting up -
that is “right” for the scene. 5 !l:
just shooting the action, and the
tions are those of the c:-r-::rata:. |
operator is free to thinkin t.t‘ﬂ::E Ja
can simply photograph what’s hap!
without constricting the actors.

Usually the actors don't know
being shot. Even though we s
shoot very tight, they never Z::
the camera’s going to swing outo U
everyone has to play every momeu!
set up a formalized shot, the tenc
for the actors to let down when
on screen. So the fluidity of the«
really keeps it alive and allows tix
tor to make his selections emotion:
JM: In that lonz sequence when
is ecommitted, it was fascinatis
way pecple kept going in and .
focus and it very much matcnes
emotional dynamies of the sceat. !
that carefully pre-planned?

JC: We just set it up on such anextn
long lens that I knew it wos.
tecnmcally impossible to doitall:
The operator and the focus pulier
possibly be in concert because U

no way of xnowing where the Eu e
be at any moment. It had to be é-
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ol the film was handheld.
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Iot of handheld

_—

Director John Cassavetes {(center) discusses a scene with Gena Rowlands and Peter Falk

And I do all the handheld shooting
myself, I like to use it where 1t wouldn’t
ordinarily be used—for example in an ac-
ting scene rather than in an action
sequence—ifor fluidity, for intensity.

Besides, once there’s a handheld
camera up there, the actors go much
faster. When I'm shooting, I think nothing
of saying to the actors: *“*Get the hell out of
there, move, move!!”—but I don’t think
the camera operators would dare to take
that privilege.

JM: About how many takes did you
usually do per scene?

JC: It depended on the difficulty of the
writing, If the writing was excellent, the
scenes went easily. If the writing wasn’t
too good and there were loose or open
ends, then we did several takes,
sometimes up to 12 or 14.

I shoot a lot of film because Ishoot ten-
minute takes, I can’t stand to have an ac-
tor go through a whole scene In master
and then simply because he has nothing
to do shift him into one little thing: “Now
look here ... Look there ...

ne
rine. Cut.
Print.” I'd rather spend =z little bit more
time and money and give the actor an op-
portunity to play the scene with other ac-
tors who are also playing the same scene.
So our ratio goes up. We had a 13-week
shooting schedule and must have shot
600,000 or 700,000 feet of film. The
finished film is about i3 or 14,000 feet.
JM: Did you do much multiple-camera
work here?

JC: Not too much. We were shooting in

I —

regular 35mm with a Mitchell BNC. We
used an Arri for a second camera—ior the
handheld work and for exteriors. Mainly
we used long lenses and wide angles. We
tried to match their look by setting the
optics so we'd always be shooting from
underneath, which gives the wide angle
the same appearance as the long lens.

One of the reascns we used lonz lenses,
especially for all the work in the house,
was 10 avoid a feeling of confinement. So
much of the picture takes place in the
Longhetti house there's a real cdanger of
getting the feeling the actors are locked in
by the camera. The long lenses meant the
camera could be far away and the actors
wouldn’t be constricted by its proximity.
And after a while, the actors weren’t
aware oi the camera. [t seemed to work
very well, very easily,

The location could have been & serious
problem. At first everyone said, ““How can
you do a picture where 80% of it happens
in the same house?” I think that's on
reason why we had such difficulty finan-
cing the picture; it didn’t seem to have
enough movement, encugh openness. But
we decided we wouldn't try to exploit the
house or make a “thing” of it. So most of
it was shot in the dining room and the
foyer, basically from two angles. One good
thing about the nouse, of course, was that
we could shoot all the sequences there in
continuity.

JM: Was it hard to find a house like
that with that extremely big, cpen en-
trance hall?
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JC: We looked at mayvbe 150 houses in Los
Angeles. It was really hard to find
something in the right price range that
would make you feel you were in a real
house and also depict the kind of blue-
collar existence we had in mind. Some of
the houses we scouted had plastic covers
on everything, plastic pictures on the
walls, and most of the family’s money
went into electrical appliances. That’s a
very real thing, but we didn’t want it. So
we decided we needed a hand-me-down
house and finally found one that had been
given to the Nick character and still had

all the old furniture and old woodwork.
We had an incredibly talented art

director, Phedon Papamicheal, who has
worked with us before. Not only was he
the art director, he was the whole fun of
the production. His desire to keep that
house neat and clean (and it was an im-
portant part of Mabel's character that she
was a good housekeeper) was fanatic; he
had his cleaning fluid out all the time.
He’d say: “I don’t want anyone walking in
the set””—and this with 30 or 40 people
around! Or, “If anyone smokes, I kill
them! I kill them with my hands! I throw
them down on the ground and kill them!"”
He really kept everything quite alive.
JM: What was the budget?
JC: We didn't have a budget. We got as
much as we could free: food and Coca-
Cola and beer and whatever we could
grub. I haven’t even gone over the budget
yet, but I imagine it’s somewhere in the
vicinity of $5800,000.
JM: Faces International Films, the
1'udLutiun company, 1s your company,
1..11'1 t ..l...
JC: Yes. Peter Falk and I did the finan-
cing. We went into this together and he
deferred his salary. He loved the picture;
he’s a great actor and very artistically
oriented. He is also about the best friend
I have in the world.
JdM: What directors cln you feel have in-
fluenced your work
JC: Well, I'd like to feel that people have

influenced me, but then when you get on |

the floor you reahze you're reall:.r alone
and no one can influence your work. They
can just open you up and give you confi-
dence that the aim for guality is really the
greatest power a director can have—if
you’re in gquest of power. In a2 way, you
must be cut for power. We wouldn’t make
films if we didn't think that in some way
we could speak for ever yone.

When I was a kid, Frank Capra was cer-
tainly America to me. In terms of today’s
directors I think Marty Scorsese is
phenomenal and singular. I very much
like Don Siegel for what he does, and Bob
Altman for what he does, and also
Bogdanovich, Melvin van Peebles,
Aldrich, Shirley Cla L:e Antonioni,
Lumet, and certainly Elaine May. In a
way [ admire them all: each picture is
different, every person has a different
strength. When it CoTLes right down to it,
[ .J,d.lure anyone who can meake a film.
J1: Sooner or later the question comes
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up of whether film is an art or a cralit.
JC: I think filin is magic. With tnhe tools
we have at hand, we rLu.ly try to convert
people’s lives.

Directors are alone because their wc.r
is so disproportionate to daily life. When
you become a director, you take on tne
responsibility not just of making & picture
and putting yourself on the line as a per-
son, but you're also saying: “Today I am
going 10 make a great movie. [ am also go-
ing to be successful. I am going to reach
an audience so I can make my next film.”
I hate the present system of directing
because there's too much pressure to be
good. There’s no relaxation at all. You're
constantly aware of the financial respon-
sibility, the fact that your life without

j{i{fﬂ:%gis very empty, and thal yoUHiave

make a successiul movie. So your in-

~gtincts and what you kKnow sometimes

give way to what you have to do. You
must please distributors and your
audience.

I see people like Bob Altman, Elaine
May, Elia Kazan—great dlIECtDI‘E. These
people shouldn’t be left alone. Somewhere
along the line there has to be somebody
who makes things easier. Not someone
who says (like most distributors) *‘Can
you do it? Can you be a killer? Can you
pretend that everything is right?”

I think the greatest thing a director can
do is keep himself straight, realize that he
or she doesn't have to know all the
answers and be content with enjoying
oneself without thinking about what's go-
ing to happen afterwards. That's very
hard to do. You have to be somewhat in-

ocent.

JM: You've always stayed well away
from the usuzal Hollywood system. Do
you think it’s passihlﬂ to maintain that
kind of innocence in it?

JC: I don’t think I could ever make
another film like this again. And I'm not
talking about the guality of the film—I
mean the kind of film where you do
ever}rthlnﬂ I've done it four times, and I
don’t know that I could do it again, I
would want to have more ease and relaxa-
tion; I would want to have some endorse-
ment of my talent and the film I'm mak-
Ing.

This way, it's too difficult. You say to
yﬁurself, well, what is 1it? It's a film. All
right, it affects pe-:}ple’s lives. Maybe it'll
connect with somebody. ELt it doesn’t
affect my life that much—I'm just putting
down what I know. So is it worth it to kill
yourself to make the film and bring it 0
an audience so that someone will
applaud? QOr so that you'll have a big
house? I can’t like making films anymore
if they're this tough. The pressures are too
unnatural. I'm not crying, because I enjoy
it. But I am saddened by the fact that I
have physical limitations.

At the end of every film you have to say
goodbye to everybody. Here are people
who worked night and day and killed
themselves and at the end you shake
hands and go away and now all of a
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sutden all the credit belono. -
to Lhe actors wno put ir -’...v;;,;n
while other peaple put two ve.
At the end, 1 feel this biy,.
hfﬂl’.l.lhy u.;,-{:d_-,[_ I've got i .
and do another film that ms
anyihing w do with them
double-crouss.

If a major distributor comes::
ple who made the film posel
acknowledzed—they're noy oo
ticket to see the raovie! T:-
reascn against major distrisy:.

We're distributing & v
UNDER THE INFLUENCE
because the studios have had -
in it. And if they did come -
wouldn't sell it cheaply b
taken our risks and expect to ;-;
for it. After all, who the heli .
Unless they finance the
they're a bunch of agents Wio ;

book theaters; that’s what it -
down to. Sure, b&mg a ﬂ;a:r.;
craft in itself, and if they has
better job we'd all be in better ¢ -
They've lost millions and
dollars because of their pe*t;- ¢
of them don't have any rea] i:
films. How could they? They ki
anyway.

Everyone who makes a film &
major distributors’ merey. We do:’
great sums of money, but we ¢
distributors to offer us some ¢
and be more practical: not to ol
a million dollars when times ar: |
make the business impossible: 1.
25% overhead so they can no
money In their coffers: and no::
destructive pictures they co:
believe in. They'd make a pictur:.
revolution in which all majorstuc.
were killed if they thought it wou.
money.

That’s the kind of i*npﬂasiblﬂ gis
that makes paranoids out of a.
wno make films. We have to con:
it; we accept it, and in acceptis:
hurt ourselves and everyone ¢..
us. I don't say I've been a saint in -
but I couldn’t sell my soul out for:
just don’t believe in. And if tha:
['ll never make film again, then |
make another film again.

JM: You don’t have any plans ..
another film?

JC: Right now all I can hope is -

picture is extremely successful. A
isn’'t, I won't make another ons-

all. Which in itself is no great i

The real tragedy is that il
young filmmakers are coming &
will go out and conform beiue
even npened their mouths. Occ::
you'll get a Marty Scorsese who ha:
of independence built into his be
enables him to withstand it. But &
abused because he's 1'1depenﬂem
idiots don’t realize that to be inad):
isn't something against ther
something for good films. Aud’
never understand that as long s
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tat overcomes all of us; we're

1t Money is really not that

‘0 us; we can work 36, 48 hours
d :u?! elated at the end of that
credibly hard—but if you have

™ 5%

‘onnected with it, it’s impossi-
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rence between the film in-

nd the old days is that back
.:'.:111 & reapunsihilit}* to make

i ey had a responsibility to

big guys, band together, and

L
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own small level.
e accidents of great films

w~¢ the love was always
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there. All those guys had pride in making
a good film, if only to be able to say,
“Well, our picture was good at least.” No
one thought in terms of millions of
dollars.

Now the big question is: can a picture
make 100 million? Who the hell cares? If
you’re thinking that way, you're not mak-
ing films, you're making money. If that's
what it’s come to, let the audience look at
pictures of money, put money on the
screen, and then rape it, shoot it, defecate
on it—because that’s basically what
everyone is doing.

I'm not really an angry person, but I get
angry when I see people of extraordinary
talent and ability abused so terribly by
the majors who defile anything. That'’s
why I admire Sidney Lumet: because I
think he’s been able to withstand those

pPressures somenow,

I don't understand why people in our

business are such hypocrites. We never sit
around discussing how much raoney & pic-
ture is poing to make, we discuss the pic-
ture, whether it's goud or bad. [ don't
mind criticism on my {ilms—yes, they are
long; sometimes ['m not as good as [ could
be; I may not tell the story as well a5 1
mizht; maybe I’m clumsy in certain
areas. That kind of criticism is terrific.
JM: Do you feel your films have been
an evolutionary process? That you
learned somiething in each which you
could apnly to the next?
JC: Oh, ves. I learned to be more worriec
about every picture I do, w be more szep-
tical, to look at people I'm working with
and know that I'm using them because
there's no ultimate payoff for them, no
continuity. That's what I learned. And I
also learned to try to keep a story in mind,
and to keep people, kindness, and love in
mind. You need that to work with people,
and it becomes increasingly difficult not
only for me but for everyone who works in
this stupid business.

I sometimes think we should all go on

strike until people become nicer. I can
think of one actress, very famous in ner
day, who is now getting older. She
devoted her life to acting and gave people
enormous pleasure—but now she's got to
look for jobs and is having a hard time of
it. What the hell kind of business is that?
How can we fail to take care of our own
people that way? I see the same people
who won’t give her work going out and
fichting for charities, hospitals, political
causes, minorities—but they don't know
how to be decent people. If you're
successful they say to you: “You're part of
a family.” They polay a shell game; they'll
give a guy everything in the world—a big
house, millions of dollars—until the
minute he fails. Then they don't know
him anymore. Peuj?le live a killer ex-
iste nd Ldan't } do 1t.
JM: What advice would you have for
voung filmmakers?
JC: I don’t know, except they’ve got to go
out by themselves and make [rilms.
Hopefully they can make the second film
as well as the first. If you zo out to make
an exploitation {iim, you're in a lot of
trouble teday, tomorrow, on your tenth
picture. I've never seen a first film by an
experimental filmmaker that wasn't good.
Never. Not one. I'd love to see everyone's
first film: Ford, Capra, Kubrick, Godard,
Bergman, and all the others. It would be
much more interesting to me to see their
first and last films than all those middle
successful movies which achieved a cer-
tain popularity but weren’t necessarily
made with the same intent as that first
film.

The only thing young filmmakers can
do is get some money and make films—
anyway they can do it. There's no rule.
Just get together with good, decen:, ar-
tistic people and value them—Dbecause
they're the only ones who will help you.

i = e

FILMMAKERS NEWSLETTER 27

WARNING: This material may be protected by copyright law (Title 17 U.S. Code)



