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Acclaim for DAVID MAMET'S
Bambi vs. GODZILLA


“Entertaining. … The lack of caution in Bambi vs. Godzilla is bracing…. Filled with eccentric, keen, uncompromising insights.”

—The Wall Street Journal




“No other director has written about the movies with such a fearless mixture of amusement, anger, frustration, and rueful love.”

—Roger Ebert




“Feisty…. It may be his most confrontational [book] yet.” —

—Time Out New York




“Helpful [and] pragmatic…. [Mamet's] style distinguishes these essays.…. [He] is a clear, exacting thinker.”

—Walter Kirn, The New York Times Book Review




“Provocative and highly quotable…. [Mamet] is at the top of his game.”

— The Globe and Mail (Toronto)




“What fun to dive into this book of Mamet musings and words of wisdom! But be warned: like munching popcorn (or Raisinets) at the movies, once you get started it's hard to stop.”

—Leonard Maltin




“Provocative…. Bambi vs. Godzilla is always entertaining and frequently spot-on.”

—The Onion




“Piercing…. [He] offers a running commentary on the movie business from the inside, with anger but no artifice.”

—San Jose Mercury News




“Hilarious, pungent…. [It] bristles with equal parts love and hate for the movie industry.”

—Pages




“Corrosive, funny, surprising, and bracingly lucid.”

—The Post and Courier (Charleston)




“Strong, stinging writing…. Mamet brings more experience—hands on and balls out—knot-head passion, and grim wit to the task than anyone since John Gregory Dunne wrote Monster a decade ago. He's got a great, gravelly voice, and it's worth heeding—not that anyone in Hollywood ever will.”

—Richard Schickel, Film Comment




“David Mamet is supremely talented. He is a gifted writer and observer of society and its characters. I'm sure he will be able to find work somewhere, somehow, just no longer in the movie business.”

—Steve Martin




“Bambi vs. Godzilla is far and away the best commentary on how movies are made thus far written by an American…. Citing everyone from Aristotle to Preston Sturges's The Lady Eve, Mamet demonstrates what works and what doesn't in a movie narrative, while noting what does not work: statistically, in 1958, Hollywood turned out 2000 films which listed in their credits 230 producers, while in 2003 Hollywood produced 240 films with 1200 producers listed.

“Happily, Mamet keeps on in theater and film pretty much on his own terms, and now with Bambi vs. Godzilla, like his great predecessor George Bernard Shaw, he can illuminate as a critic-practitioner the not-always-friendly Darwinian world he has been obliged to flourish in.”

—Gore Vidal







DAVID MAMET
Bambi vs. GODZILLA

David Mamet is an Academy Award–nominated screenwriter and a Pulitzer Prize–winning playwright as well as a director, novelist, poet, and essayist. He has written the screenplays for more than twenty films, including Heist, Spartan, House of Games, The Spanish Prisoner, The Winslow Boy, Wag the Dog, and the Oscar-nominated The Verdict. His more than twenty plays include Oleanna, The Cryptogram, Speed-the-Plow, American Buffalo, Sexual Perversity in Chicago, and the Pulitzer Prize–winning Glengarry Glen Ross. Born in Chicago in 1947, Mamet has taught at the Yale School of Drama, New York University, and Goddard College, and he lectures at the Atlantic Theater Company, of which he is a founding member. He lives in Santa Monica, California.
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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO BARBARA TULLIVER





Douglas Fairbanks received me immediately and within a few minutes I was in his Turkish bath. This was the sort of club for the male members of high Hollywood society … it was a place where one lounged and steamed and heard the gossip. That day, besides ourselves there was Jack Pickford, Mary's brother, pale and slightly puffy but otherwise unmistakably a Pickford, a strange reputed Red-Indian being called Chief Longlance, and a number of the great moguls who shall be nameless because they were unbeautiful. In fact their sedentary and successful lives had made them old and fat as I am now.

—IVOR MONTAGU,

With Eisenstein in Hollywood
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INTRODUCTION

All the rivers flow into the sea. Yet the sea is not full. Films, which began as carnival entertainments merchandising novelty, seem to have come full circle. The day of the dramatic script is ending. In its place we find a premise, upon which the various gags may be hung. These events, once but ornaments in an actual story, are now, fairly exclusively, the film's reason for being. In the thriller these events are stunts and explosions; in the horror film, dismemberments; in the crime and war films, shootouts and demolition. The film existing merely for its “high spots” has, for its provenance, the skin flick.

This deconstruction of the film as drama is the reverse slope, of which the ascendant was the genre picture. The genre film meant reassurance to the audience. They knew what they were going to get. They went into the theater, thus, to see Bette Davis, Joan Crawford, Dirty Harry, James Bond, John Wayne, Sylvester Stallone much as they might have gone to a pornographic film or, for that matter, to a stock car race.

Today, studios bet their all upon the big-tent franchise film, which is to say, upon appeal to a self-selected, preexisting audience. It is increasingly difficult to market the nonquantifiable film, as the franchise model continues its advance toward total control of the studio's budget and, thus, of the market. For all industries migrate toward monopoly, and decrease in competition inevitably results in decrease in quality.

Phenomena, when they can't get bigger, get smaller. There are wheels within wheels, and the big wheel runs on faith, and as we know, the smaller runs by the grace of God. The hucksters who invented the nickelodeon and the hucksters who administer its present incarnation are sisters beneath the skin; we, the artists and craftspersons, then as now, tear our flesh and rend our garments, bemoaning the tin ear and the monstrous cupidity of those same hucksters.

After the conflagration, in the final years of humankind, the artists will, once again, be found painting the ceilings of the caves, and the middlemen will, as always, be trying to talk the honest hunters out of their kill. And it may or may not then be remembered, or indeed believed, that there was once a time when the two groups were inextricably linked.





THE GOOD PEOPLE OF HOLLYWOOD




HARD WORK

Billy Wilder said it: you know you're done directing when your legs go. So I reflect at the end of a rather challenging shoot.

The shoot included about five weeks of nights, and I have only myself to blame, as I wrote the damn thing.

Directing a film, especially during night shooting, has to do, in the main, with the management of fatigue. The body doesn't want to get up, having had so little sleep; the body doesn't want to shut down and go to sleep at ten o'clock in the morning.

So one spends a portion of each day looking forward to the advent of one's little friends: caffeine, alcohol, the occasional sleeping pill.

The sleeping pill is occasional rather than regular, as one does not wish to leave the shoot addicted. So one recalls Nietzsche: “The thought of suicide is a great comforter. Many a man has spent a sleepless night with it.”

One also gets through the day or night through a sense of responsibility to, and through a terror of failing, the workers around one.

For folks on a movie set work their butts off.

Does no one complain? No one on the crew.

The star actor may complain and often does. He is pampered, indulged, and encouraged (indeed paid) to cultivate his lack of impulse control. When the star throws a fit, the crew, ever well-mannered, reacts as does the good parent in the supermarket when the child of another, in the next aisle over, melts down.

The crew turns impassive, and the director, myself, views their extraordinary self-control, and thinks, “Thank you, Lord, for the lesson.”

The director, the star players, the producer, and the writer are above the line; everyone else is below.

There is a two-tier system in the movies, just as there is in the military. Those above the line are deemed to contribute to the fundability or the potential income of the film by orders of magnitude greater than the “workers”—that is, the craftspersons—on the set, in the office, or in the labs.

On the set, the male director is traditionally addressed as “sir.” This can be an expression of respect. It can also be a linguistic nicety—a film worker once explained to me he'd been taught early on that “sir” means “asshole.” And, indeed, the opportunities for tolerated execrable behavior on the set abound.

I was speaking, some films back, with the prop master about bad behavior. He told me he'd been on a film with an ill-behaved star who, to lighten the mood or in a transport of jollity, took to dancing in combat boots on the roof of the prop master's brand-new Mercedes. “He did about ten thousand dollars' worth of damage,” he said, “and this kind of hurt, as I'd given up my day off, unpaid, to go searching for a prop.”

There exists in some stars not only a belligerence but also a litigious bent. I have seen a man take a tape measure to his trailer, as he suspected that it was not quite perfectly equal (as per his contract) in length to that of his fellow player.

Meanwhile, back at the ranch, the prop master is giving up his day off to ensure that the wallet or knife or briefcase or wristwatch is perfect on Monday.

This is not a picayune instance but, in my experience, the industry norm. While the star is late coming out of the trailer, while the producer is screaming obscenities on the cell phone at his assistant regarding, most likely, a botched lunch reservation, the folks on the set are doing their utmost to make a perfect movie.

I do not believe I overstate the case.

Nevil Shute wrote a rather odd book called Round the Bend.

Its hero is an Indonesian aircraft mechanic. He is so dedicated to both his job and the ideal of aircraft maintenance that a cult springs up around him. He is taken as an example as a teacher and then as the avatar of a new religion. In the practice of machine maintenance, he has found (and Shute closes with the notion that he may have become) God.

Some business people feel that they can craft a perfect (that is, financially successful) film in general, absent reverence, skill, or humility, and inspired and supported but by the love of gold.

But the worker is actually involved, as Leo the Lion says, in ars gratia artis and takes pride in working toward perfection through the accomplishment of small and specific tasks perfectly. Like Shute's hero.

Is the actor's hair the correct length? (The two scenes are viewed by the audience seconds apart but were shot months apart. If the hair does not match, the audience will be jolted out of the story.) Are the villain's eyes shadowed perfectly? Does the knife show just the right amount of wear?

I recall the homily of old, that thousands worked over years to build the cathedrals, and no one put his name on a single one of them.

We, of course, enjoy films because of the work of the identifiable, the actors, but could not enjoy them but for the work of the anonymous, the crew.

The crew is working in the service of an ideal. Faced, as they often are, with intransigence, malfeasance, bad manners, and just plain stupidity on the part of the above-the-line, they react with impassivity.

This might be taken for stolidity by the unobservant or self-involved. It is, in effect, pity.

I was taught early on that the dark secret of the movie business is this: All films make money. Their income, indeed, flows from on high, and the closer one is to the height of land, the more one gets. The farther from the source, the poorer. This is the meaning of the term of art “net profits,” which may be loosely translated as “ha, ha.”*

And just as there is gold in them thar hills (proximity to the source of the income stream), there is gold in the reduction of hard costs. This reduction includes legitimate business oversight, and may even extend, I have been told, to actual malversation of funds.

Also, we know of Pharaoh that he taxed the Israelites with harsh and unremitting labor, having them make bricks to build his palaces. He then decreed that they must gather their own straw. As did the Reagan administration when it killed the American labor movement.

The guilds and unions in the American film industry retain some strength and have the clout (at least in theory) to protect their workers against the depredations of management in that constant calculus of terror: Management: Submit or I will make all films in Hungary. Labor: Submit or we shall strike.

For any business folk in any business would be glad to take the workers' work for nothing—they, in fact, consider it their right. They would, in American films, as in hard industry, be right chuffed to see the workers race each other to the bottom, and then, having impoverished them, take the work out of the country. (As, in fact, the studios do now, shooting, I believe, the majority of American films elsewhere.)

The unions, in addition to protecting their membership against the money, must also protect them against their own love of the job. For in the practice of the movie crafts, we see the rampant American love of workmanship—and just as the true actor loves to act, the true carpenter or seamstress loves that perfect corner.

The American icon, for me, is Rosie the Riveter. Norman Rockwell's wartime masterpiece shows a young aircraft worker in her coveralls eating lunch. Her scuffed penny loafers rest on a copy of Mein Kampf.

Rosie the Riveter beat Hitler. Or, to be a little less high-flown—and in deference to the British, who were, as everyone knows, also involved in that late unpleasantness—there is a true and admirable American instinct of “getting it right.”

As I was musing on the same, pondering the star, paid twenty million dollars and ruining the roof of a car, and the prop master, paid twenty thousand and giving up his one day off for the beauty of the thing, I believe I actually began to understand Marx's theory of surplus value: Q. Whom is the film “by”? Spend a day on the set and you learn. It is by everyone who worked on it.


* Q. From whence does the money originally come? A. We recall the ancient Jewish wisdom, “If you look hard enough, everything's treif.”




PRODUCERS

My father was a negotiator. He opined that to conserve good feelings at the bargaining table, one should, if possible, express a negative concept in a positive form: “not meaningful” rather than “meaningless.” I agree and will, therefore, now refer to contemporary movie executives as running around “like chickens without their heads cut on.”

So much for humor. Now for the weather.

Life in Hollywood seems to have ground to a standstill. We have fewer and fewer films, and these are of diminishing worth and ever-inflated production costs. It is enough to drive one to the fainting couch.

There, whilst recruiting myself, I recur to my all-time favorite, Gérard de Nerval, who walked a lobster on a leash through the Tuileries. Oh, better than your pale shade Christo, I reflect, you have died too soon, a life dedicated to the exquisite remembered but in the admiration of those with much, much too little to do. Drift, then, my hand, from the scented kerchief on my forehead, to the low and accommodating bookcase but nearby. Roam, fingers, down those spines, so worn, so warm, the comfort of my grizzled age.

What have we here?

It is a novel by Captain Frederick Marryat: The King's Own (1831). See how the page, absent intention, falls open to a passage that may both mimic and direct my thoughts:

“Since the World Began, history is but the narrative of kingdoms and states progressing to maturity or decay. Man himself is but an epitome of the nations of men. In youth all energy, in the prime of life all enterprise and vigor; in senility, all weakness and second childhood. Then, England, learn thy fate from the unvarying page of time.”

And there we have it, Spengler's two turgid volumes reduced to a mere paragraph.

Substitute “the movie business” for “England,” and the thing is clear: that energy of youth, that cunning of age, must and will decay. Vigor itself will bring about death, for healthy life both breeds competition and attracts dependents—the necessity to still warring and to support legitimate claims distracts energy from the original healthy task of growth, and the walls come tumbling down.

The movie business, originally the cosa nostra of arcade hustlers, grew into fierce, healthily warring factions who now compete and now collude in a war fought not in the theaters but in the boardrooms.

I pass a poster for the current film and count eighteen names of producers.

On the poster?

Note that the poster is traditionally a way to attract the eye, and so the mind, to a novelty. The producers may in fact have contributed something to the film, but who in the world has ever gone to a film because of the identity of a producer? No one.

Then why list eighteen?

And here we have, to the physician, the unfortunate, inescapable, symptom—here is the sunken cheek, the dark hollow neath the eye, the foul breath and thready pulse, the herald of death: the film, perhaps, is being made no longer to attract the audience but to buttress or advance the position of the executive.

King Lear (read: Harry Cohn, B. P. Schulberg, Louis B. Mayer, Irving Thalberg) has gone to his reward, and his absence has been noted and acted upon by the canny. It is not that the fox has taken over the henhouse but, if I may, that the doorman has taken over the bordello.

In the golden days of the madam (Harry Cohn et al.), the lives of the girls may not have been better, but the lives of the customers were. Why? Because the owner-proprietor knew that her job was simply and finally to please the customer.

Moviemaking is an appallingly simple process. One needs a camera, film, and an idea (optional). The business of the movies, similarly, is simple hucksterism: find an attraction, present it as engagingly as possible, take the money, and guess again.

Just as the making of the film requires little more than someone to hold and someone to stand in front of the camera, so the business end requires nothing other than someone to make decisions. These decisions require intuition and/or courage, for the desires of the audience cannot be quantified; they may only, finally, be guessed at. The owner-proprietor, betting his own money, realizes that he is only rolling the dice. He stands to gain much, he stands to lose much, but he has to put his money on the street—that is, he has to place his bet. To that end, he strives to keep costs down, thus enhancing his chance at a greater time at the tables.

Current executives, however, have incentive to inflate costs as much as possible, thus necessarily minimizing the number of films produced (bets placed).

No one would think that way if he were gambling with his own money. But this new breed is not. They have tied their fortunes not to the success of a film, or of films, but of their superiors. They know that their superiors, the studio heads, will each, in time, be fired when the banks or the megaliths tire of their eventual failure. (Each must eventually fail, like the gambler who is shackled to the gaming table. Eventually the odds, in favor of the house, will clean him out. And for the studios the odds are, at the end of the day, in favor of the audience. The whims of the audience, that is, will and must break the studios, if the studios keep doubling their bets.)

The wise player of days gone by took his winnings and retired to a teenage wife and tennis in Malibu. Today's moguls, though, like the besotted gambler, keep doubling up. That is, they keep increasing their production costs. These increased costs propitiate not, primarily, the audience but the studio owners. “How can I take the rap for the failure of this film when I got the most expensive stars and sets and director possible?” is the exculpatory chant of the executive. “Let me try again.”

The folly of this course is like that of the loser at roulette. He plays black, black loses, he doubles the bet and plays black again, black loses, he doubles his bet and plays black again. It loses. He reasons that soon black must come up—that the odds of red appearing five, six, seven times in a row are astronomical. Black must come up soon.

In his panic, however, he forgets two things:


	His bankroll is not inexhaustible. Yes, the little ball must eventually land on black, but it might not do so until one spin after the player has gone broke.


	The roulette wheel (like the audience) has no memory: the wheel is not aware that red has come up twelve times in a row. The odds of its appearance on the next spin are still 50-50.




The play rushes toward its dénouement. Films cost more, their increased costs attracting bevies of the sychophantic, for the larger the budget, the greater the possibility—indeed, the necessity—of waste. (The Pentagon could not, year after year, keep increasing its bloat if it did not, year after year, exhaust its stipend.) These executives scheme to hire, each and logically, his own retinue of supporters. And the gold-encrusted howdah must eventually drag down the mighty elephant.
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