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Introduction

A book of conversations usually collects interviews done over weeks or months and so, regardless of the time span covered, the result is a snapshot that reflects the attitudes and feelings of the subject at a given point in life. This book, however, is an album assembled over half of Woody Allen’s life, beginning in 1971, and like time-lapse photography, it offers a clear view of his transformation from novice to one of the world’s most acclaimed filmmakers, and what he learned along the way.

For thirty-six years I’ve had the pleasure of watching an artist’s evolution from close range, but I wouldn’t have laid money on the chances of that after our first meeting. In the spring of 1971 an editor at the New York Times Magazine sent me to investigate three ideas for a possible story. One of them was a profile of Allen, a thirty-five-year-old comic who had written two Broadway plays (Don’t Drink the Water and Play It Again, Sam), whose prose was now often in The New Yorker, and who had recently begun to act in and direct his own screenplays: Take the Money and Run (1969), the purported documentary of a petty criminal so spectacularly inept that he can’t even write a legible holdup note, and the just-released Bananas, a comic turn on Latin American revolutions and U.S. foreign policy. With just enough plot to bind them, the pictures are strung together like a nightclub monologue, with little attention paid to character development or cinematic style. They are one often surreal gag after another, and they are uproarious.

The films announced the arrival of an idiosyncratic and original talent, and editors at the Times wanted to know more about him, as did I. I thought he was in a league with my comic heroes, S. J. Perelman, Bob Hope, and the Marx Bothers, and even more varied in his ability to provoke laughter. I telephoned his managers, Jack Rollins and Charles Joffe, to ask for an interview, and an appointment was made. I arrived at their duplex office on West Fifty-seventh Street in Manhattan with a couple of pages of questions and a brand-new tape recorder and was taken upstairs, where Woody was waiting in a small room furnished with a table and lamp and a couple of nicely stuffed chairs. He looked uncomfortable and seemed shy; I was new to journalism and nervous about meeting someone whose work I admired. We shook hands, said hello, settled into the seats, and I asked my questions like someone reading off a checklist. His answers were succinct. His shortest was “No,” which would not have been so bad had any of his longest been more expressive than “Yes.”

So I wrote a piece on one of the other two ideas I looked into, and figured I was done with Woody Allen.

Six months later, while riding a bicycle in Sausalito, California, I was nearly run down by a Ford station wagon with a card in the front window that read “Rollins and Joffe Productions.” In that day’s San Francisco Chronicle I had seen a short article about Woody being in town to film Play It Again, Sam and, being young and solipsistic, I figured that instead of mere coincidence, this was a sign that he was ready to talk more openly. I phoned Joffe to see about another interview and was summoned to meet Woody on a houseboat in the Sausalito harbor, which was being considered for a scene in the film. We chatted about the baseball playoffs and then he excused himself to look at something with the location manager. A few minutes later, Charlie came over and said, “Why don’t you come to the set and hang around? But be sure to keep quiet and out of the way, otherwise you’ll have to go.”

I dutifully did as I was told and, after a few days, Woody came over between shots and we talked for a minute. He came back later and we talked longer. Soon we began more formal interviews. The Times commissioned a profile and I stayed through much of the filming. As Woody didn’t direct Sam (Herbert Ross did), my editor suggested I also interview him while he acted in and directed Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex immediately after. I went to the old Goldwyn Studios in Los Angeles, talked with him for many more hours on and off the set, and finally, months after the original deadline, turned in my piece the day Time ran a cover story on him.

In journalism as in comedy, timing is all. After the Times killed my story, I thought Woody should at least see the result of all the weeks he spent with me, so I sent it with a note of thanks for his time. I didn’t expect a response, but a couple of days later he called to say that he was sorry it wouldn’t run.

“You quoted me accurately in context, and you honored my jokes,” he said, meaning that I had not quoted one without including both the straight line and the punch line. “Feel free to stop by my editing room whenever you like.”

I did, several times. Then one day we ran into each other while walking in opposite directions along Fifth Avenue. He told me he was about to go to Las Vegas to perform at Caesars Palace and to stop by if I happened to be there, though nothing seemed more unlikely. But a few days after that Richard Kluger, the former editor in chief at Atheneum who had just started his own publishing house, suggested I turn the misfortune of the Times piece into penury by doing a book on comedy with Woody as the focus. I went to Vegas after all and during a ten-minute discussion in the Caesars coffee shop, Woody agreed to cooperate. I stayed through his engagement, then traveled on with him for what would be his final tour as a stand-up comic to begin what became my 1975 book On Being Funny, and as part of my research I spent several weeks on the sets of Sleeper and Love and Death. It was evident from our earliest conversations about them that while these are very comic films, his ambition and interest had a more serious side. When you consider that two of his chief influences are Bob Hope and Ingmar Bergman, this is not a surprise. But it is a difficulty. Woody Allen is one of the world’s funniest people. Why, many moviegoers wondered when presented with Interiors (1978) and then Stardust Memories (1980), wasn’t he content to keep making funny films? The short answer is, as a young writer he saw comedy as the stepping-stone to drama, and he was willing to persist in his ambition to write compelling films on serious matters. Critics have grumbled about someone so funny disparaging comedy and wanting to play Hamlet, but they miss the point. Woody doesn’t disparage comedy, which has been the basis of lifelong success; he simply prefers drama. And, completely aware of the limited roles he can be believable in, he has no desire to play Hamlet; he wants to write Hamlet.

Allan Stewart Konigsberg, born on December 1, 1935, and raised in the New York City borough of Brooklyn, became Woody Allen in the spring of 1952 when the gossip columnists at several New York newspapers started to use jokes and one-liners he sent in. The shy sixteen-year-old didn’t want his classmates to pick up the papers and see his name—the gossip columns were a staple for millions of readers of every age—and besides, he thought everyone in show business changed their name; he wanted one that was light and seemed appropriate for a funny person. Soon he was being quoted so often that he was hired by a public relations agent to write witticisms that could be attributed to his clients. Every day after school Allan rode the subway forty minutes to midtown Manhattan and for three hours knocked out as many jokes as he could at the agent’s office. He thought he was “in the heart of show business.” Each day he handed in three or four typewritten pages (about fifty jokes; he estimates he wrote twenty thousand in his two-plus years there) and in return received $20 and soon $40 a week, very good money at the time.

Success accompanied every subsequent step. At nineteen he was hired by NBC as part of its new writers’ development program and sent to Hollywood to work on the Colgate Comedy Hour; at twenty-two he was writing for Sid Caesar; by 1960, when he was twenty-four, he was making eighty times his first salary. Then he saw Mort Sahl, who came onstage in a sweater and with a newspaper under his arm and talked about politics and American life, and he realized that stand-up might be something he could do, and he did. On the basis of his act he was hired to appear in and write the screenplay for What’s New Pussycat? (1965), which became the highest-grossing comedy to its time. But the finished picture bore little resemblance to his script, and later Woody said that had they stuck to what he wrote, “I would have made it twice as funny and half as successful.” The experience taught him that if he was going to write movies, he needed total control of his material.

He has had it for all the films he has written and directed to date, never giving up on his hope of writing a wholly dramatic film that satisfied his intent and the audience’s interest. With Match Point (2005) he succeeded, and he hopes to again. Other films, such as Zelig (1983), have entered the cultural lexicon. There also are romantic comedies; meditations on a godless universe; pseudo-documentaries; a musical; films about loyalty, the choice between leading a life of fantasy or one of reality, of deteriorating relationships, and the unpredictability of love. There are stories of families, of memory, of fantasy, of what it is to be an artist; there are slapstick and capers and ghosts; and there is magic. As the backdrop to most of them, there is New York City, particularly Manhattan, which he shows as a shimmering place and which he points out is based not so much on the real thing as it is on the Manhattan of duplex apartments and nightclubs and sophisticated people he saw in countless movies when he was growing up a world away in Brooklyn, even though the two boroughs are separated geographically by only the East River.

More by coincidence than planning, we have talked about many of his films while they were being made and about all of them many times. After thirty-six years, ours may be the oldest established permanent floating interview in New York. We’ve talked on film sets and in his screening and editing rooms, in dressing room trailers and cars, in Madison Square Garden and on Manhattan sidewalks, in Paris, New Orleans, and London, and in his successive homes. His answers to my questions have come in well-ordered paragraphs—thoughtful, candid, self-deprecating, often witty, and sometimes hilarious, though I’ve never heard him try to be funny.

Woody Allen is the antithesis of his screen character, who is usually frantic and in crisis. He is in control of his work and his time. His self-assessment is apt: “I’m a serious person, a disciplined worker, interested in writing, interested in literature, interested in theater and film. I’m not so inept as I depict myself for comic purposes. I know my life is not a series of catastrophic problems that are funny because they are so ludicrous. It’s a much duller existence.”

Decades of success and fame have made him more comfortable and less shy in general, and our meetings are genial and at ease. He also is an active participant. When I was researching my 1991 biography, Woody Allen, I figured the time to stop interviewing him would be when he started to retell stories. It was three years before he repeated himself; by then I was a year past my original deadline. One day while the book was being edited, he called.

“I’ve been thinking about something we recently talked about and I have some more ideas, if they’d be of any interest to you,” he said.

“Sorry,” I told him. “You had your chance.”

Or not.

His contribution to this book has been the same. He sat for scores of hours of interviews between April 2005 and early 2007 to make our conversations current. He read the manuscript and offered clarifications in instances where he felt he sounded like Casey Stengel, the 1950s New York Yankees manager whose rococo locutions were amusing in their unintelligibility. He also offered additional thoughts as they came to him.

What I’ve tried to produce with his help is a wide-ranging self-examination of a life’s work to date. It not only shows how Woody Allen has grown as a writer and director but also conveys what he wants to say about his films and about cinema in general. I’ve grouped these conversations to explore each of the seven major aspects of making movies, from getting the idea to scoring, and end them with a chapter in which he reflects on his career. Each section on filmmaking begins in the early 1970s and ends in 2006 or 2007, so depending on whether, say, casting or editing is of interest at that moment, they can be read in any order. But be sure to listen as well, as the voice is distinctly Woody Allen’s.

Eric Lax   
April 2007


1
THE IDEA



February 1973

Woody and I are being driven to Tarrytown, New York, about an hour north of Manhattan, where he will talk at a film weekend organized by New York Magazine critic Judith Crist. He is wearing corduroy trousers, a cashmere sweater, and an olive green army jacket. He says he is “depressed. I saw [Ingmar Bergman’s] The Seventh Seal yesterday and Cries and Whispers today. I see his films and wonder what I’m doing.” He soon will head to Los Angeles to begin filming Sleeper, and he is not happy about leaving home.

“Films made for two million are a pain in the ass, and I have to be away from New York. Everything in L.A. is automobiles and has to be done fast—twelve weeks. Keaton and Chaplin took a year to make their films.” (Thirty years and more later, his films are done in eight to ten weeks to keep within their approximately $15 million budget.)

The event is held in a conference center that was once the country mansion of the Biddle family, descendants of a prosperous nineteenth-century American financier. It is near a town but many acres of grass and trees surround the property, and as far as Woody is concerned, he is heading into the deep outback. “The crickets make me nervous—that sums it all up for the country for me,” he says, quoting Terry Malloy, Marlon Brando’s character in On the Waterfront, as we wend up the long driveway. “I’m afraid I’ll have an attack of agoraphobia or come down with an attack of some disease unknown except to special Manhattan doctors.” A man careful about his well-being, in the pockets of his jacket he has packed as precaution against almost everything imaginable, both physical and spiritual, vials of Compazine, Darvon, Lomotil, and Valium; a toothbrush; cough drops; and a book on four existential writers.

Woody is engaging and funny at the event, and the crowd, casually well dressed, a few in their twenties and thirties but the majority older, is appreciative and filled with questions. At the end of the evening, a very pretty Yale Law student asks Woody if he will come to New Haven and be a karate expert in a mock trial. He smiles and politely declines and soon is taken up to his room. As it happens, his is next to one where through the walls he can hear two couples arguing about his films. He is offered another room but declines; he’s curious to hear what they have to say. Soon one of the women begins reading his short play “Death Knocks” in the stereotypic New York Jewish voice of film comedies.

In 1980 when Stardust Memories is released, it is impossible not to recall this weekend. It also is instructive to see how a benign experience is the seed for a story about a director on the verge of a nervous breakdown, who in his reveries imagines variations on his complicated love life, a space alien who tells him that “We enjoy your films. Particularly the early funny ones,” and being shot by a deranged fan. (Judith Crist has a small part in the picture.)

June 1974

Sleeper is finished and, to Woody’s relief, he is back in New York. (In the film he plays Miles Monroe, a clarinet player and the co-owner of the Happy Carrot Health Food Store in Manhattan, who checks into the hospital for a routine gallbladder operation in 1972 and, after a mishap in the operating room, is cryogenically frozen for two hundred years, until he is defrosted by opponents of the then-totalitarian government.)

EL: I keep seeing in articles about you that the writers or people they’ve interviewed for the story call you “a comedy genius.” What do you make of that? Do ideas come to you in a bright light of inspiration?

WA: I would hardly call it genius, but I do sometimes have a sudden flash. For some reason, funny ideas occur. Like in the prison visiting sequence in Take the Money and Run, the joke with the two ventriloquist dummies visiting was spontaneous. I was thinking of what to do next and the idea just popped spontaneously into my head.

EL: Can you give me an example of what seemed a great idea that instead fizzled?

WA: I was coming out of the optician’s on Lexington and Seventy-seventh Street and the spider sequence in Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex hit me. [The sequence was shot at great expense of time and money but cut from the finished film. The question the sequence asked is, “What makes men homosexuals?” Louise Lasser, Woody’s second wife, is suited up as a black widow at the center of a huge web and Woody, in a reddish-brown spider suit the color of his hair, is her suitor.] At that moment I had no ending for it. I just thought it was the greatest idea that I would be a spider and there would be a black widow and we would have sex and she would devour me and that would symbolically show one possible reason why men become homosexuals.
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Two dummies visit at San Quentin along with Virgil (Woody) and Louise (Janet Margolin) in Take the Money and Run.

[“Did we do it yet?” she asks, tying him up.

“You’ll know,” he replies. Then, petrified as she continues to truss him to eat him, “You’re suffering from the worst post-coital depression I’ve ever seen.”]

I thought it was a great sequence, and so theatrical—I was sure I could come up with an ending between then and when I shot it. But it wouldn’t come. So I thought, I’ll get Louise to play the widow because she’s so great at improvising, I know we’ll come up with a suitable ending. But it never went anyplace. The thing that was wrong with it in the first five seconds when I thought of it remained wrong right through.

Now, it didn’t help that it was so physically painful to do. That was one of the most hateful experiences of my life and hers. I couldn’t suit up without itching, my costume was terribly uncomfortable, she hated her costume, we fought all the time. Sitting on that steel cable web hurt. Still, you think you’d be able to get a few-minute sequence out of that. We shot more than a hundred thousand feet of film over two weeks of filming, two or three cameras, all for six and a half minutes. I had a great subliminal joke to back up the whole sequence with music from The Nutcracker Suite—but it wouldn’t work. If I could have gotten any kind of an ending, I would have left it in. I opted for the Lou Jacobi sequence in which he plays a transvestite. I thought I was in too many sequences [he was in four of seven], and why put in another one if I’m not particularly sure of it?

[image: ]

Louise Lasser as a black widow spider and Woody as her soon-to-be ex in a sequence cut from Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex. Despite many hours of filming, Woody felt the story lacked a good enough ending.

But the decision whether to cut it or the transvestite sequence took a long time to make. The Coronet [theater in Manhattan] was going to open the film at one o’clock and I worked on it until the last moment. We had to run the wet print through the projector twice to deliver it dry.

Sleeper [released in 1973] showed me audiences enjoyed watching me, which I find hard to believe. The audience comes to see me, but still I find it inconceivable. I could have played in all the sequences in Sex, like the one with Gene Wilder as the doctor who fell in love with a sheep, though certainly not as well, but no one would have minded if they’d seen me do it.

It’s just some sort of reticence, the same sort I had with my band when I started playing with them. I couldn’t be the leader and they kept looking to me to be their leader only because I had initiated the band and I was known.

EL: Where did the idea for the movie come from?

WA: I came home one night after a Knicks game. [The New York Knickerbockers are his favorite basketball team and he has courtside season tickets.] There was a rerun of The Tonight Show and it was playing while I did my ablutions. Then I heard me making my joke about sex being dirty if you’re doing it right. Right then I thought, Wouldn’t it be funny to do several sex sketches based on the current best seller Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex but Were Afraid to Ask? I thought I was going to have a million comic ideas on sex—but it wasn’t as fertile a notion as I imagined, and I had about six.

EL: Were there any that you wrote but didn’t film?

WA: There was going to be a biblical sequence on Onan, but I couldn’t get a good biblical look for what we had to spend.

EL: Are you always looking for the joke to move you ahead?

WA: I always think I can buy my way out of any situation by being funny. Political and social points of view, if they emerge, emerge accidentally.

EL: What was the idea behind Take the Money and Run [1969]?

WA: It originally started with two gangs coming to rob a bank at the same time. In writing Play It Again, Sam, there was no thought of Bogart at first. Then I wrote, “Bogart appears,” then later on I did it again. When I finished I saw he appeared six times. He was a major character. I remember I was staying at the Astor Tower Hotel in Chicago when I got the idea to use him as a character. Take the Money was just as accidental.

[In Play It Again, Sam, Woody is Allan Felix, a writer about films who admires Bogart’s success with women because he has none himself. He is charming and funny with women friends—especially Linda (Diane Keaton), the wife of his good friend Dick (Tony Roberts)—but on dates he tries so hard to be cool that his true personality vanishes. With the help of Linda and of Bogart (Jerry Lacy), who materializes in critical situations and gives him instructions on what to say and do next, he discovers the appeal of his own charms.]

EL: I guess because of Casablanca, Bogart is a more romantic figure than the other tough guys of his era, like Robinson or Cagney.

WA: It wasn’t that I liked him any more than Edward G. Robinson or James Cagney; it’s just that he had a no-nonsense attitude with women in movies and there were a lot of Bogart posters around then. I had already brought in imagined scenes in the script. Bogart was a happy accident.

EL: Is much of what you write accidental?

WA: Yes. To me, my messages are always unintentional. I was thinking about Sleeper today in terms of how I hate machines in real life. I have no patience with them. I can’t work the simplest ones. They confound me. People close to me will confirm how many appliances I’ve broken. After I finished writing Sleeper I noticed one of the recurrent themes in it is that advanced technology doesn’t work: a guy shoots a gun of the future and it blows up; I go into a futuristic kitchen and it malfunctions. Right through the writing, without planning it, I just thought of funny technology jokes as I went along. You would think that I was doing it on purpose, that I was trying to create a character that doesn’t get along with machines. But I wasn’t aware of it until afterward when someone pointed it out to me.

EL: So Sleeper is sort of accidentally autobiographical, or biographically once removed. Is Sam in any way autobiographical?

WA: Almost all my work is autobiographical and yet so exaggerated and distorted it reads to me like fiction. Like the character in Sam, I’m not social. I don’t get an enormous input from the rest of the world. I wish I could get out more and mingle, because I could write better things. But I can’t.
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Bogart coaches Allan on what to say to Linda.
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Bogart giving Allan Felix courage as he dresses in Play It Again, Sam

Sam was written at the time Louise and I split up. When we went into rehearsal with it she had just about moved out of the house. The story never actually occurred in real life. What did occur is that married friends would say, “Oh, we know a nice girl for you.” Or they’d invite me to a party and introduce me to a girl and it would be an awkward evening because those things are always awkward and I’d make a fool out of myself frequently. Then I would find that the wives of my friends who I wouldn’t in a million years think of romantically, I’d be natural around them and real, and they would find me much better company than the women I pressed to impress. And that’s what gave me the idea. You’re pressing with a stranger and you’re totally at home with your friends because you don’t give a damn, and it’s the friend who sees you as a real person, whereas the other people see you as a nervous kind of wretch or an intense grotesque.

EL: When you get an idea for a film, do you outline it first or make notes?

WA: I outline it first, but only on one page. It’s very tough. You can’t believe the problems that I encounter writing for myself because of the specificity of my situation. Because I’m not an actor; I’m not going to write a story where I play, for example, a southern sheriff. I’m always going to play within my limited range. And I’m believable as me only as certain things, as an urban, studious-looking twerp my age. I would not be believable, say, as a physical trainer or a Marine hero. And people expect me to say amusing things all the time. That’s what they’re paying for.

So that’s a problem that rules out many ideas. If I had an idea for a comedy like Born Yesterday [George Cukor’s 1950 film of Garson Kanin’s Broadway play. Broderick Crawford plays a loutish scrap metal tycoon who comes to Washington, D.C., with his ex-showgirl mistress (Judy Holliday) to bribe enough congressmen to meet his greedy ends. He hires a newspaperman (William Holden) to polish up the mistress and make her more socially presentable, but his lessons also let her see Crawford for the crook he is, and she falls for Holden], I couldn’t do it if I expected to be in it. I’ve got to get an idea that’s believable, yet funny, and within my minuscule acting range. Also, there are no big crises that I can believably get into. I don’t want to get into murder mysteries although I have a junk tooth for them and may indulge myself someday. [This would be Manhattan Murder Mystery (1993), a wisecracking, old-fashioned comic mystery, as opposed to the more character-driven films about murder such as Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989) and Match Point (2005) that he will make in future years.] I don’t want to get into spies or stuff like that because they’re usually silly and unbelievable to me. Therefore plot possibilities get reduced to human relationships, and because they get reduced to human relationships—and we’re living in a psychoanalytic era—the conflicts become internal and not as visually active and cinematic as they were years ago. The level of conflict is much more subtle, a very modern level of conflict where little psychological things cause the problem: you strike out with women because you pick the wrong women. The seeds of your destruction are within you, which is hard to dramatize in a comedy because in a comedy it’s nice to have big, physical opposing forces. So if I’m in the army, you’ve got more conflict right away, or if I’m being chased by the Mafia because I owe money, you’ve got it. But much of that kind of material is not believable for me as an actor. Or I can’t make it believable. And much of it is too trivial to engage a bright audience.

Woody is at work on the script of what eventually becomes Annie Hall (1977). It is the story of two lovers, told mainly in flashback. Alvy Singer (Woody) and Annie Hall (Diane Keaton) end up as great friends, but it is the second-best possibility for Alvy. (In some ways the picture resembles their real-life relationship; the two were romantically involved for several years, though not when the film was made.) He is aware of the limitations of his screen character and he is doing all he can to extend himself as a writer and an actor and move away from joke-after-joke-after-joke scripts such as Take the Money and Run and Bananas.

WA: I’m trying not to anticipate what the public wants to avoid leaning toward easy, crowd-pleasing things. I’m trying to indulge my own pleasurable sense of drama as to what to come out with next, and every instinct of mine tells me to come out with a real story. Because, again, if my next film is, hypothetically, one in which I run an IBM machine for president of the United States because it’s an honest candidate and would make a perfect president and I do all kinds of satire and I give it a wife and it talks to religious leaders, people will laugh at me in a distant, cerebral way, but I want to hook them into a more personal comedy.

The audience is seeing only one small facet of me as an actor and writer in Sleeper or my other pictures. They’re seeing that part of me that can do broad, jokey comedy, but that’s just one thing I can do. It’s like showing them a little interesting diversion, but it isn’t what I am exactly. Or more accurately put, I would like to be more than that: more dimensional to them and to open myself up more. So that’s what I’m working on, trying to challenge my limitations, if only a little now and then.

I know I’m going to be working with [Diane] Keaton in my next movie, so at one time I was thinking about those type of things that [Spencer] Tracy and [Katharine] Hepburn did, because that would be fun. The problem is, you don’t realize how old-fashioned those plots are now. You see them as old movies, so they’re delightful. But they’re plotty, based on mechanics the public’s outgrown.

In this new script I’m trying to work from within, from the neurosis out, so it will not seem dated a hundred years from now. In Pat and Mike, say, they’ve got two characters and the writers think up a sitcom type of situation: she’s an athlete who can’t come through when her boyfriend is there, or it’s a men-against-the-women kind of thing. They are cardboard types, not individuals, fortunately made lovely by the greatness of Tracy and Hepburn.

When you want to do a real comic story nowadays, the problems are very fine. They don’t flare up in a big way. Say this girl wants to live with me but she also wants to keep her own apartment as a psychological symbol of independence. Those kinds of conflicts are interesting; they can help us learn to understand people—to try and analyze their behavior, or be aware at least that there’s an element of comic psychology to exploit. But it’s very tough to develop visual screen conflict from that.

When you think back even ten years, the conflicts are now different. Talk comedies were always about an external thing. It’s very hard to get enough film sparks going just using character. If Diane and I were to argue in a movie realistically, it would now tend to have psychological overtones. We wouldn’t argue about, “Well, darling, we said we were going to try a house in the country for a month but now the basement’s flooded and we have raccoons.” It would be more like she’ll say, “I’d rather live on the West Coast,” and I’ll say, “Well you want to live on the West Coast because your family lives there, you’re neurotically attached to your family.” Of course, maybe the raccoons are funnier.

You can see the old example of it perfectly if you watch any TV sitcom. Sitcoms are plot-driven, it’s by definition what they are: it’s the situation that makes you laugh. The guy comes over to your house and you think he’s the inspector general and he’s just a silly clerk. It only has to be sustained for half an hour, and there’s a very high level of joke writing on even the simplest, most common sitcoms. Fine jokes.

It’s tougher to write it based on character, but it’s so much greater for the audience. I’ve always said that the best comedy play in America is Born Yesterday, and giving birth to that was Shaw’s Pygmalion. What’s great are Henry Higgins and Liza Doolittle. The laughs come out of who they are, not jokes. Born Yesterday is based strictly on the juxtaposition of characters—she’s the dumb blonde who’s the girlfriend of a very philistine gangster and he’s the intellectual.

Now, I love jokes. Nobody appreciates a Bob Hope movie more than me. But when you’re laughing at character, it’s great. Take Jackie Gleason in The Honeymooners. It’s his character that’s so funny, so when he and Art Carney think they’re drinking liquor and it’s really cider, and psychologically they become drunker and drunker and it’s hilarious. Incidentally, despite the zillions of gags Bob Hope spouted, it was the Hope persona that made him last. I forget his jokes but not his character.

That’s why Diane Keaton always came out funnier in the movies I played with her, because I’d write all the jokes for myself—and I can do jokes nicely and get my laughs—but she was always funny in the scene because her stuff was always character. I’m going through a movie like Annie Hall glib and facile as a comic, but she’s going through as a character.

EL: Close to life but a bit exaggerated for comic effect, yet not a very high concept.

WA: People have trouble with conceptual comic ideas. I come up with one like a giant breast [in a parody of mad scientist horror films in Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex, a marauding fifteen-foot-tall breast terrorizes the populace until Woody’s character lures it into a two-story-high bra] and they have trouble with it. They find it hard to say, “My God, what a funny concept that is, an enormous breast. It’s so ridiculous.” They laugh joke by joke within it. So I feel discouraged in terms of presenting funny conceptual notions.

He also is discouraged by the problems of filming the breast sequence. A man inside the inflated, air-conditioned breast had a walkie-talkie to receive instructions to maneuver it, but Woody could film for only about a half hour in the early morning before the wind picked up and blew the breast around and tore the thin fabric; plus, “I had to shoot from sixteen different angles to hide the seams.”

But when I ask if he is ready to give up conceptual ideas, he details the premise for a film that instead becomes one of his most admired stories, “The Kugelmass Episode.”

WA: Actually, I have a conceptual notion that I get a machine that projects me into a work of fiction because I’m in love with Anna Karenina or something, and I have an affair with her there, and I keep getting into that story and finally she comes to New York and I stash her in a hotel room in town and cheat on my wife with her. I’ve been toying with that idea in different forms: that my wife is involved with J. Alfred Prufrock and I go to find her, or this guy has a machine that will project me into Anna Karenina, for instance, or Madame Bovary because I’m in love with her and it goes wrong and projects me into a French grammar book by mistake and there are no humans but only verbs and other parts of speech. [In the finished story, Kugelmass, a professor of humanities at the City College of New York, unhappily married for the second time, decides he needs “romance. I need softness, I need flirtation.” A magician named Persky (“Or should I say the Great Persky?”) offers to put Kugelmass in a magic box with a novel of his choosing and transport him into the story; he picks Madame Bovary. Kugelmass is in fact transported into the novel, and he and Emma Bovary carry on a passionate affair over several subsequent visits. He even brings her to New York, where they stay in the Plaza Hotel and she develops aspirations for a career in show business. But idealization gives way to reality, and after some difficulty (the machine malfunctions and Kugelmass is faced with the prospect of Emma forever), she is sent back to Yonville. (Though not before several readers discover Kugelmass in the story or notice Emma’s absence. “‘I cannot get my mind around this,’ a Stanford professor said. ‘First a strange character named Kugelmass, and now she’s gone from the book. Well, I guess the mark of a classic is that you can read it a thousand times and always find something new.’”) Kugelmass is relieved by his escape but after three weeks wants to try again, this time with The Monkey in Portnoy’s Complaint. (“Sex and romance,” he says once back inside the box. “What we go through for a pretty face.”) But yet again the machine malfunctions and instead of landing in Philip Roth’s novel, Kugelmass is “projected into an old textbook, Remedial Spanish, and was running for his life over a barren, rocky terrain as the word tener (’to have’)—a large and hairy irregular verb—raced after him on its spindly legs.”]

The problem with doing it is you say the concept in one line and it’s funny, but to show the concept you ultimately have to proceed joke by joke. You wind up still having to do a million jokes. It’s not that the audience says, “Oh, my God, how funny this idea is, to be at Prufrock’s party.” They say, “Oh, yeah, we’re there. Now what? What’s the joke?”

June 1987

Woody is working on the untitled script he will shoot in the fall. In the first draft the lead character, Marion Post, is married to Ken, a cardiologist, “who ten years ago examined my heart, liked what he saw, and proposed.” On the surface she seems a woman totally in control of herself, but in reality she feels so deeply that her only choice is to deny feelings or be overwhelmed by them.

EL: Now you’re on to another dramatic film, about what happens to a woman who overhears a stranger baring her soul and what it conjures up in her. Is this a recent idea?

WA: I was going to do a comedy about a man who overhears an analyst and a woman speaking, is fascinated, takes a look at the woman, and sees she is quite beautiful. They continue to meet without her knowing he is overhearing. Then I thought, Gee, that’s a mean thing, and dropped the idea. Five years later I thought it could make an interesting drama. There’s more intensity if it evokes the deep feelings in the woman who’s eavesdropping. It’s still evolving.

EL: As usual, you don’t yet have a title; I know that often there isn’t one until long after the editing is complete. Is one beginning to form yet?

WA: I’m not as dedicated to one-word titles as before. Another Woman is lurking around my mind as the title. It’s not very exciting, but one notion I’ve toyed around with. In the end it may not matter; I may not want an exciting title. It does have some resonance. Marion hears another woman, she hopefully becomes another woman, and she sees her husband with another woman. [A middle-aged woman who shut down her emotions following an abortion when she was in her twenties is forced to confront her past when she overhears the psychoanalytical sessions of a pregnant younger woman through a heating vent in her office, which is near the analyst’s.]

EL: But your first thought when you had the idea was to make it a comedy?

WA: Yes. The idea began as a comic notion many years ago when I was interested in a Chaplinesque sort of comedy. A man lives in a tiny room somewhere and overhears a girl with problems. I’d solve them and so become her dream man. I’d make all the things happen that she wanted to happen. Then I questioned the taste of that—eavesdropping. Even in the most benign Chaplinesque way perhaps it is wrong. Then years later I thought of it dramatically—a woman hears something through a wall. I thought, What would be interesting, what could she hear that would make such a difference? My first thought was that the woman’s sister and husband are having an affair. She goes home and thinks, How terrible. Then she finds that her sister and husband are having an affair. But that became too Hitchcockian. It was the wrong motif. So I used the sister motif in Hannah [and Her Sisters].

But this notion has haunted me for years and by bearing down on it, I felt I could get a story. Then the notion of someone with a closed life came, of someone who kept a wall around her but now in her fifties could no longer wall her emotions out—feelings started to seep in and reality was forcing itself on her even through closed walls. [He laughs.] Maybe I’ll regret that I didn’t do it as a comedy.

EL: Many people do hide their emotions because they’re too afraid to acknowledge them.

WA: People have life-ruining difficulty dealing with their feelings and yet can be extremely proficient in their intellectual work and are active in social programs and charities. I’m probably as guilty of that as anyone.

Woody is in a relationship with Mia Farrow at this time, and her pregnancy is a new and complicating factor; she is due to deliver right after shooting is scheduled to finish and will be obviously pregnant in the film. In addition, Dianne Wiest, a regular in his recent films, is taking time off to adopt a child. This causes a number of changes, in the cast as well as the script. Farrow will now play the young woman whose voice and pregnancy release so many hidden feelings in Marion.

WA: She’s pregnant to accommodate Mia, who was going to be Marion and Dianne Wiest the woman in analysis. The pregnancy is plotting through necessity. Then making Marion older seemed better, too. I want someone in the ballpark of Mia physically—Liv Ullmann, or Bibi Andersson for instance—but I don’t want to use [Ingmar] Bergman’s people; they’re so associated with him. The ideal is to find an actress slightly older than Mia who doesn’t look like Mia but is in her physical ballpark. [He chose Gena Rowlands.] I want a vivid dream of a woman seen through the eyes of Marion.

EL: It’s interesting how much your idea for the film is being shaped by circumstance. Have you talked much with Mia about how best to adapt the script?

WA: It’s rare that I would show the script at this stage, even to Mia. But I wanted to see if it was okay for her while she is pregnant. Her comments are important. She thinks the older woman should hear more information through the wall. She thinks that the older woman next door to the analyst should instigate everything. All good thoughts.

EL: Fatherhood is such a change for you. [He and Farrow adopted a baby daughter two years ago and he has assumed paternity for an older adopted son of hers.]

WA: Only recently, after being around Mia [who came to their relationship with several children either by her ex-husband André Previn or adopted with him] and seeing others like Dianne [Wiest] have I seen that children are so meaningful in helping to define parents’ lives. I wouldn’t have thought about it by myself. In Manhattan I had that list of things that are really meaningful. [“Well, all right, why is life worth living?… Okay. Um, for me … Groucho Marx, to name one thing… and (sighing) Willie Mays, and, um … the second movement of the Jupiter Symphony, and, ummm … Louis Armstrong’s recording of “Potato Head Blues”… Swedish movies, naturally … Sentimental Education by Flaubert … uh, Marlon Brando, Frank Sinatra … ummm, those incredible apples and pears by Cézanne … uh, the crabs at Sam Wo’s …] I got a letter from a woman who said I didn’t mention my child. At the time I disregarded it. Now it seems like an unthinkable mistake. Once you have a child it is so powerful an experience it’s impossible not to delight in it.

It’s a bigger kick getting a laugh from the baby than it is from a whole audience. I find I’m always doing things to get that laugh because it is so gratifying. I thrust my face in rapidly toward hers, make foolish incomprehensible sounds, things that in the past I saw others do and thought they were making such asses of themselves.

EL: Have any of your films satiated your desire to do something in particular?

WA: Sometimes, yes. I noticed this completely accidentally. I noticed after I had made Manhattan that I didn’t have the urge anymore to show New York City in a pronounced glamorous way. Now whenever I do show it, I do show it nicely. But that’s strictly en route to the plot. But I had a real urge to show New York as a wonderland and I completely fulfilled that feeling in Manhattan.

And after I made Stardust Memories, I didn’t want to work like that for a while. Now I do again. It satiated a yen to do a baroque picture. At least for a while.

Nine years later, in 1996, he will resurrect the notion of a man learning a woman’s secrets and intimate wishes and using the information to woo her, in the musical comedy Everyone Says I Love You. Of course he does not know that yet, but the beginning of another idea is there.

WA: I’m thinking of my next two films now. I want to do an original musical comedy. I’m a sucker for them. I grew up with those great Broadway musicals. I can’t sing, but I could act and direct one. I could play the clarinet, I suppose, but the fun of a musical is to sing the Cole Porter lyrics. I’d need to solidify the idea and give a composer and lyricist a year to work.

EL: It seems like you’re always thinking of either ideas or how to solve a script problem. You once told me that even if an elevator ride is more than three floors, you turn to thought.

WA: When I go to sleep at night, put my head on the pillow, or walk down the street, I like to be thinking of story ideas. I’m always thinking about new plots. I would do anything to avoid that horrible moment of What do I do next? Paddy Chayefsky wrote about it—correctly—when he said it’s the time between that a writer thinks of going into a different business.

November 1987

Woody has recently finished editing September—-for the second time. He completely reshot the picture and changed two principal cast members after he saw the first version. We are in his apartment in New York, opposite each other in the same comfortably stuffed chairs we’ve sat and talked in for over fifteen years. He has just returned from lunch with Ian Holm, a leading actor in Another Woman, which is about to be filmed, and is dressed in brown corduroy trousers, a lighter brown cashmere sweater, a brown tweed jacket, and a striped tie.

EL: September is a departure for you. It is filmed in one location. What was your idea?

WA: I’ve always wanted to make some chamber pieces with a small cast in one location, or a limited location, and one way to do that is to work in play form deliberately. I wanted to put it in four acts, which I did. This thing, I could just publish the script, an acting version of it, and you could probably put it on in a theater with almost no changes at all. But it’s not stagy because it was conceived for film. I mean, it was not a play that I put on or bought the rights to.

[A story of the damage of past experiences, a killing, and unrequited love, September is a dramatic play written for film. (In his review of the film in the New York Times a few months later, Vincent Canby will write that “September is less like Mr. Allen’s austere Interiors than like the diaphanous and lyric Midsummer Night’s Sex Comedy, but in a hairshirt.”)

The action takes place over twenty-four hours and centers on the wishful or actual relationships of six people in a Vermont summer house: a mother, Diane (Elaine Stritch), and her daughter, Lane (Mia Farrow), with a traumatic past that has caused great bitterness; the daughter’s best friend, Stephanie (Dianne Wiest), whose own life is in turmoil and who has come for a visit; an advertising copywriter, Peter (Sam Waterston), with aspirations of writing a novel who has rented the guesthouse on the property; an older neighbor, Howard (Denholm Elliott, died 1992), a widower who yearns for Lane; and Diane’s present husband, an earthy physicist, Lloyd (Jack Warden). The film takes place entirely within the house. Daylight streams through louvered windows that allow no view to the outside; at night, there is only the blackness of the country punctuated by lightning.]

EL: Did it ever feel like a play to you or was it always a film as you wrote it?

WA: I always thought of it, felt it, as a film. It’s hard to say, it’s intuitive. The emotional points are made with a camera. It was shot as a film and it never had to face any of the practicalities of the stage. I didn’t do it on the stage, like one sees a Eugene O’Neill play and you want to get that same thing on film because it was successful on the stage. When that’s the case, you’re very respectful of the material and very timorous about how you do it because you don’t want to lose what was so wonderful on the stage. I just conceived it as a motion picture, but one done in a limited, chamber-piece way.

EL: The film opens inside a house. There are no establishing shots to show we’re in the country or the city, nor do we ever see anything outside the house. It’s entirely an interior piece.

WA: Having establishing shots of the outside would have spoiled it for me because, you know, usually what happens is someone buys a play and opens it up, and what you get really is neither fish nor fowl—it is no longer a play exactly, but it also never achieves the qualities of a film. I deliberately decided not to open it up, not to do all those things.

If I was going to do one or two establishing shots, I would have done what I originally wanted to do and shoot it up at Mia’s place in Connecticut, because that’s how the original concept came to mind. I was lounging around up at her home and thinking, My God, what a Chekhovian atmosphere this is up here; it’s a house on many acres isolated on a little piece of land with water and trees and a field here and a swing out there. [Pauses and laughs.] No wonder people kill themselves. And I thought, Great, I’ll come up and make a film here. And then I thought to myself, I could live up here for a number of months and the whole crew would have to be put up in town and there were some logistics that would have to be worked out. And then I started to get into trouble with seasonal changes, because Mia’s house has some very beautiful picture windows in it and you can’t avoid the outside. So if you get a sunny day and then a cloudy day you could have some real significant problems. Even so, I thought I could do wonderful scenes walking around the lake and in the weeping willow trees and things like that and that it had a real pastoral quality. But when it came down to actual scheduling time it would have brought us up there in the winter, and that’s not the feel I wanted—the bare trees and the cold and, you know, then you don’t walk around the lake and you don’t do those things and it doesn’t have the same feeling. Plus, the thought of living in the country for a few months while shooting it was enough to turn it into a studio picture.

EL: You told me that at first you thought of having people who had died appear, or fantasy sequences with other people.

WA: Yes. After I wrote it I thought, I’ll have [Elaine] Stritch on the Ouija board summon the dead husband and have him appear. That seemed interesting, and so then I thought I’d also have Dianne Wiest’s husband appear in fantasy, and Denholm Elliott’s dead wife appear. But then after a while I thought, No, don’t. What you’ve always wanted to do here is a “realistic” chamber piece, a little story that doesn’t get too mysterious. Even though it was a provocative idea to me, I wanted to give myself the discipline of making adjustments to those six characters—there are the other three comic relief characters that come by briefly, but basically six characters—and not get into the other characters, which is something I tend toward all the time. I resisted the temptation because I wanted this to be like a little short story. I wanted it to be realistic. I wanted one set—one house—six people, and in the present, completely in the present, unfolding in front of you in a brief period of time. I wanted all those rigors of a play structure.

EL: Did you think about giving a sense of what was outside the house?

WA: When we first built the set we tried to simulate the outdoors out the window, so we brought trees into the studio. But that also felt artificial—not artificial in the photography, but it had an artificial quality to it. I wanted to focus everybody’s attention more inwardly and not think about that. I wanted the interaction between the characters to be interesting. A beautiful sunset out the window or trees rustling never meant anything to me. What was relevant was how the characters interact. So it was a pleasure to have a set built. And the more internalized we got, the happier I was. We finally decided not to make elaborate shots out the window and simulate the outdoors but just stay, as the athletes say, within ourselves. That’s how it evolved and that’s how it finally gained some momentum. The idea’s been germinating for years, first to do something up there, and then exactly what kind of thing to do. I’m doing this to get the ball rolling for dramatic films. If it’s a disaster, at least I’ll learn something. On the other hand, if it’s meaningful to people and fun for me, that’s great. Of course I know going in that there’s not much of a market for these films.

One of Woody’s most surreal and touching films is The Purple Rose of Cairo (1985). Cecilia (Mia Farrow) is a Depression-era waitress in a small-town diner. Married to an abusive and womanizing ne’er-do-well, she spends her free time lost in the fantasy of movies, seeing the week’s offering at the local theater over and over. While Cecilia watches a film called The Purple Rose of Cairo for the umpteenth time, the character of a handsome Egyptologist named Tom (Jeff Daniels), who has been brought to New York by a group of wealthy Manhattan sophisticates, interrupts the scene to talk to her because he has seen her in the audience so often. He comes off the screen and they fall in love (“I just met a wonderful new man,” she says. “He’s fictional, but you can’t have everything”), but his walkout causes havoc at the studio and with Gil (also Daniels), the real-life actor playing him, whose career is threatened. Gil comes to town, woos Cecilia as well, and offers to take her to Hollywood. Her acceptance forces Tom back onto the screen. But once Tom is safely back where he belongs, Gil leaves Cecilia behind. The film ends with her in the theater once again, lost in the fantasy of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers dancing their “Cheek to Cheek” number in Top Hat (1935).

EL: What was the first idea for The Purple Rose of Cairo?

WA: When I first got the idea, it was just a character comes down from the screen, there are some high jinks, but then I thought, where would it go? Then it hit me: the actor playing the character comes to town. After that, it opened up like a great flower. Cecilia had to decide, and chose the real person, which was a step up for her. Unfortunately, we must choose reality, but in the end it crushes us and disappoints. My view of reality is that it has always been a grim place to be [he pauses, then lets out a little laugh], but it’s the only place you can get Chinese food.

EL: You sit there rooting for something good to happen at the end to Cecilia, but it’s not to be.

WA: The whole reason for Purple Rose was for the ending. It would have been a trivial movie with the other ending. An executive from Orion called after the screening in Boston and asked very nicely, “Is that definitely the ending?”

“Oh, yes,” I said.

“Okay,” he said. But I’m sure the look on his face was a grimace.

EL: How much does your original idea for the film change as you make it?

WA: Annie Hall started out to be something that goes on in my mind, and the love story with Annie was one big part of it, but it was only one big part. There were a million other digressions and other scenes and other ideas and I was constantly flashing into my mind, on my thoughts. Then we found the story was so strong that nobody cared about anything else. They wanted to get back to the parts about “you and Annie,” so I let it grow that way.

Certain parts came from real life, but I wouldn’t want to overmaximize that. Most of it was made up, greatly made up. Our affection for one another was genuine, but it was a made-up story. It wasn’t just the details. I didn’t meet her that way. We didn’t part that way. That wasn’t what our relationship was like. Maybe a snippet here and there culled from an actual moment, but hardly anything. Snippets from Marshall Brickman’s life and made-up stuff based on his memories put the kibosh on the notion it was my real life or my real affair with Keaton.
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Gil (Jeff Daniels), a star of The Purple Rose of Cairo, the black-and-white film within the film, steps off the screen and falls in love with Cecilia (Mia Farrow), who goes to the theater day after day to lose herself in the fantasy of movies.
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Henry (Edward Herrmann) is amazed by Gil’s ability to leave the screen and walk amid the audience.

EL: When you get an idea, do you try it out on friends?

WA: I generally take full advantage of the people close to me. When I’m out to dinner or on a walk, I ask if it’s okay to talk about an idea. With Mia [their relationship ended in 1992 but at this time they were still a couple], I bother her right down the line and bounce things off her. Sometimes she’s helpful, or just helps me to air it. Diane [Keaton] and I did it, and my sister [Letty Aronson, now the producer of his films], too. It helps me to say things out loud. When you’re in a closed room day after day you often lose focus. So asking someone and getting a response confirms your feelings or changes them. I’m operating simply on instinct, and I want to know if what I have has any relation to what other people feel or if I’m off on a toot someplace. Mia’s reactions go into the cauldron of possibilities. If I’m vacillating between two or three ideas, sometimes I get a consensus from friends. I only talked with Mia about Another Woman. When I had the idea for Zelig, I knew I had a strong character. I didn’t need a lot of confirmation on that.

EL: Do you write down ideas as they come to you?

WA: I do write a lot of jokes down when they occur to me. I’ve always done that because I always forget them if I don’t. I still have a drawer full of jokes and snips. A lot of them are still scraps of paper.

Woody has agreed, along with Francis Ford Coppola and Martin Scorsese, to make one of the three short films that will constitute New York Stories. His, Oedipus Wrecks, will feature a quintessential Jewish mother who appears in the sky and makes her son’s life miserable in front of all New Yorkers because she wants him to find a nice Jewish girl to marry rather than the stylish WASP he is engaged to. He already has the script pretty well in hand and is thinking even further ahead.

WA: My next movie, I’d like to try and do something different—I’m getting tired of doing realistic stories. Not that my short movie is realistic in a conventional sense, although it is: the character goes to an analyst; he goes to an office. But the mother appearing in the sky is surreal. I want to do a movie where we can shoot it differently.

There’s the kind of film like Citizen Kane, which is shot in such an interesting way. What is Citizen Kane really? Pauline Kael called it “a shallow masterpiece.” You could see the story of a media baron’s rise to power—or any person’s rise to power told realistically—and you enjoy the film or not. But Citizen Kane is told with such flair that the same story is transformed from just a kind of glitzy biography to a masterpiece. There are all those wonderful things Welles did in his films: the overlapping dialogue, the great camera angles, the little touches of the minor characters.
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Gil’s costars (John Wood; Zoe Caldwell; Van Johnson, one of Woody’s childhood idols; and Milo O’Shea), still trapped behind the screen, are first dumbfounded and then furious that he has escaped and they cannot go on with the film. One (Deborah Rush) is stopped by the screen as she tries to follow Gil through it.

Then there’s a picture like [Bergman’s] Cries and Whispers where there’s very little dialogue, which is very interesting to me. And there are some things to do with cinema verité, where you just put a camera in the room. I’d like to fool around with some of these techniques and not be tied into conventional shooting.

He will make three more films—Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989), Alice (1990), and Shadows and Fog (1992)—before he uses mostly a handheld camera for Husbands and Wives (also 1992), a picture with very rough transitions and cuts between shots and scenes. And he has other notions.

WA: I’m just beginning to speculate on the type of thing I’d like to do. I’ve thought about doing a musical next but I don’t know.

There are two types of musicals that I’d like to do. I’d like to do a little musical with already existing songs. And then I’d like to do a book musical where somebody writes a full score for a movie—like Gigi. If there’s any way that I could be in them, I would be. It’s possible that there are one or two simple songs I could do on prerecord. You know, I could sit in a room and do them over and over and over until I got one version that was reasonably acceptable and then mouth that when the time comes. Keaton has a terrific voice. [It’s evident in Annie Hall.]

EL: These are sort of dream projects you’re talking about. Robert Altman, whose films are usually naturalistic, said he wrote 3 Women [1977] after waking from a dream. Have any of your film ideas come from a dream?

WA: Years ago, when Altman told me that, I suggested to him that he call his agent, Sam Cohen, and have him negotiate a three-dream deal. As for me, nothing I’ve ever written has ever originated in a dream in any remote way. I like to use dreams occasionally in the work because you can be very graphic. I did remember my dreams when I was in psychoanalysis and I was making an effort to remember them. But when I saw how unhelpful dream interpretation was, I stopped—unless, of course, you’re a pharaoh.

EL: Any other films, or rather types of films, that you want to do?

WA: I’ve always wanted to do a picture on one of those movie houses that I went to when I was growing up in Brooklyn, and have the whole movie revolve around that movie house, because so much of my life revolved around that in the neighborhood. You’d go there on your dates, you’d go there to meet girls, you’d go there to pick up girls, you’d go there to see films. Everything about it was fun. It was a whole other world. You had this feeling of entering a temple in a certain way, because they were big movie houses and dark and cool—or warm, depending on what you needed. It was a paradise. You’d walk in off the streets of Avenue J and when you’d think of it, Avenue J was what? Traffic and a woman with a pickle barrel selling pickles, and cold and sleety. And you’d pay your twenty cents and walk in and suddenly there was a giant screen in front of you and there would be, you know, James Cagney or Betty Grable. And there was a big candy concession. You could go and load up on that stuff and then sit down in your seat. It was just such a treat. That doesn’t happen much anymore. Now kids are renting tapes. Their memories are going to be [his voice rises in false enthusiasm], “It was great. On a Friday night we’d get together with our friends, get all dressed up, and rent a tape.”

April 2005

We begin the conversations to bring his career up to date. Match Point, filmed in London in the summer of 2004, has been finished for several months; it will be a huge hit with audiences and critics when it is shown out of competition in Cannes in May and become his most financially successful to this time. The picture is one of the darkest Woody has made. As in Crimes and Misdemeanors, someone literally gets away with murder.

EL: Where did you get the idea for Match Point?

WA: Originally I was just toying around with a murder story about someone who kills someone and kills the next-door neighbor to throw off the police. And starting with that, it evolved. I thought, Who would the guy be? And then I thought, He’d be involved with some woman that he wanted to kill. And she’d be wealthy and so a good job for him would be a tennis pro who is brought into contact with wealthy people, and it just gradually grew by itself.

EL: This was a recent idea or one that you’d had for a while?

WA: I had had the idea to do that murder mystery for a while. A number of those kind of stories occur to me now and again, sort of mystery stories, and I table them. There are two kinds of mystery-murder stories. There’s the kind that’s the airplane-read-type mystery story, and there’s the type—I’m not making any comparison here—where the murder is used in a more significant way, like in Macbeth or Crime and Punishment or The Brothers Karamazov; there’s murder but it’s used philosophically and not as a whodunit. I was trying to give a little substance to the story so it wasn’t just a genre piece.

[Chris, a tennis professional (Jonathan Rhys-Meyers), ingratiates himself with a wealthy family and finds himself the object of their daughter Chloe’s (Emily Mortimer) affections. Though Chris hardly loves her, he marries Chloe and is thus assured a life of success, but he is obsessed by Nola (Scarlett Johansson), Chloe’s brother’s fiancée at the time they meet. They have a passionate affair that is rekindled after the engagement is broken; she becomes pregnant and demands that Chris leave Chloe. Unwilling to give up the comfort marriage has brought him, he murders Nola as well as one of her neighbors, an elderly widow, and to confuse the police takes jewelry from the neighbor to make the murder seem a robbery gone wrong. He then throws the jewelry into the Thames from a walkway by the river but fails to notice that her wedding ring bounces off the railing and falls back to the walkway. When the police find Nola’s diary, Chris becomes a suspect. But just as one of the detectives on the case becomes convinced that Chris is guilty, the ring shows up in the possession of a violent drug addict who found and pocketed the ring and then was killed, apparently, in a deal gone bad. Chris goes unpunished.]

EL: Was Match Point always the title?

WA: Yes. It was an obvious title. I recently was doing an interview with someone from Spain and he was saying that since the movie “match point” has become part of the popular idiom. I remember watching a tennis match on television years ago and, after one of those things where the ball bounced over or back after hitting the top of the net, the commentator saying, “A favorable bounce on two or three of those in a match and you have the match. It can make all the difference.” And I always remembered that. It seems like nothing, just a casual point. The ball hits the top of the net and falls back in. Yet that can be very, very significant.

EL: Did filming in London change the idea you had for the script?

WA: There were a couple of scripts before that I filmed in New York which I didn’t hate but I was severely hampered by the small amount of money I had to make the films for. In London, I had enough money to open up the film, to make it more relaxed. I didn’t have to shoot so confined. The European budgets are between $12 and $15 million.

EL: Wasn’t this an American story originally?

WA: Yes, I wrote it as an American story and my plan was to do it in the Hamptons, and then we raised the money in England. It was very easy to transfer the story to London. It would not have transferred to every place, but London was an easy place to transfer it to.

EL: Did you have any trouble writing about the class aspect of British life?

WA: I wrote it the best I could, using my common sense, but if I made a mistake, either Lucy Darwin [one of the producers] or our production manager would point it out. They might say, “Oh, he would never use this phrase,” or “The name Jerry is just not used, it’s an odd name in England.” But it was easy.

EL: This is a film with some pretty horrifying violence, not shown but implied. Two people are shotgunned in cold blood and the killer gets away with it. Under the old Production Code, this would never have been allowed.

WA: Yeah, you couldn’t have done it with the backward Production Code that once ruled our kind-of-prudish country, but it has no relationship to the reality of the world. Obviously in life an enormous amount of evil goes unpunished. When I was younger, you would always hear crime does not pay. There was a very good comic book called Crime Does Not Pay. But when I was thirteen, I used to say it paid better than General Motors. You know, crime was to me one of the biggest, most successful industries in the country. Organized crime paid great, just great. Those guys had nothing but money and the huge majority of them were getting away with murder—and of course you can’t beat the hours. But now you don’t have the problems of the Production Code.

EL: Now you’re on to your second successive film to be made in England. Do you have a working title?

WA: I might call this new movie Scoop. It’s the third film that I wrote in the last twelve weeks. I wrote a film to be done in London and then after I wrote it I found that the phenomenon I was satirizing did not exist in London, so I had to scrap that film. Then I wrote another idea quickly, a dark comedy about a guy who jumped out of a window and tried to commit suicide and walked with a limp. But when I gave it to [casting director] Juliet Taylor and my sister to read they both felt that while it was very funny it would be perceived as very personal, autobiographical in a way that they would rather I didn’t do. They thought the film would never get a fair shake, that no matter how good it came out, all the focus would be on this sense of autobiography that in fact did not exist but still would distract from the audience’s enjoyment of the movie.

So I found myself with four weeks to go and no script. I had to do what I did when I was a television writer; I had to go into a room and sit down and come up with a script. There was no fooling around, no self-indulgence; I couldn’t walk the streets and wait for inspiration and ponder. I had to get to the typewriter, soon. And I did. I finished it a couple of days ago and [co-producer] Helen Robin is typing it as we speak. She’ll proofread it and tomorrow I’ll proofread her proofreading and hand it out.

EL: Do you still write in longhand?

WA: I still write as I always have, writing in longhand and then going to the same typewriter. I type it out because no one can read my handwriting. Then I go over it again, usually mangle it, and have to type it again. I complain about typing it, but I don’t really mind so much. I put discs on and catch up on my Jelly Roll Morton records.

My two kids love to play on the typewriter. They’re always asking, “Can we type? Can we type?” I was thinking to myself the other day, when I bought the typewriter for forty bucks—I was sixteen, and now I’m seventy practically, and my kids are right up there on the typewriter—a portable manual Olympia. There’s not a scratch on it. It looks glistening new. [During Woody’s first years as a writer, he did not know how to change the typewriter ribbon and so would invite to dinner someone he knew who could. Then during the evening he would say casually, “Oh, by the way, could you give me a hand with this?”]
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In Annie Hall, Woody used a variety of cinematic techniques, among them split screen, characters watching themselves, and subtitles of characters’ inner thoughts, which are quite different from what they are saying aloud. Annie (Diane Keaton), disconnected while making love with Alvy, leaves the bed to watch and he talks with her disembodied self. In the film, Diane Keaton relied on her personal sense of fashion and set a new style that was widely copied.

EL: Years ago you showed me a paper bag full of ideas and half-written scripts in your desk drawer. Do you still have it?

WA: Yes. I took my bunch of ideas out of the brown paper bag it was in. It’s a loose batch of papers, but I have a little clip around it. I went to it continually when I was pressed for an idea for this movie. Actually, this film is an amalgam of two ideas that came from my brown paper bag of ideas.

EL: Annie Hall is the film where you began to leave an empty frame, with actors talking offscreen. You did the interior monologue in subtitles of what Alvy and Annie are thinking as they talk. You had her removed and watching as she and Alvy made love.

WA: Right. It was a story where I could utilize the tools of filmmaking. There’s no other medium where you can use that kind of comedy and it’s all written into the script. Originally, as you know, it was written to show what was going on in the guy’s mind. It’s exploiting tools of the medium no different than a Western exploits the freedom of films.

EL: Were all these in the original story, the stream-of-consciousness story about Alvy’s inability to find pleasure, before it turned into the story of Alvy and Annie’s relationship?

WA: Yes. It was all stuff [co-writer] Marshall Brickman and I conceived.

EL: The ending is so bittersweet. It’s a great relationship, but being friends rather than lovers is the second-best relationship for Alvy. [The film ends with an actor and actress who resemble Alvy and Annie rehearsing the end scene of a play, which in this case is the traditionally happy ending of the couple reuniting. As the actors embrace, the camera cuts to Alvy, who looks straight into it and says, “Whatta you want? It was my first play. You know how you’re always trying to get things to come out perfect in art because it’s real difficult in life.” Later Alvy and Annie accidentally meet and there is a montage of funny or romantic scenes between them. But they part as friends and Alvy once again addresses the audience: “I realized what a terrific person she was and how much fun it was just knowing her and I thought of that old joke, you know, this guy comes to a psychiatrist and says, ‘Doc, my brother’s crazy. He thinks he’s a chicken.’ And the doctor says, ‘Well, why don’t you turn him in?’ And the guy says, ‘I would, but I need the eggs.’ Well, I guess that’s pretty much how I feel about relationships. You know, they’re totally irrational and crazy and absurd but I guess we keep going through it because most of us need the eggs.”]

WA: We stumbled with that. I struggled a lot at the end of that picture. There were many scenes and many ideas and finally I came up with this one by trial and error. From a Freudian point of view one might conclude men suffer through the difficulties of love relationships precisely because they need the eggs—and I mean the eggs.

EL: From a dramatic point of view, this is a better ending than a conventionally happy one.

WA: I never think of happy endings. I mean, unless it organically comes out of the story.

EL: But this seems like a film that would ordinarily demand a happy ending.

WA: It never occurred to me that there would be a happy ending on it. When it was first conceived in my mind as a murder mystery, I had an ending with the two people meeting and reviewing their time together in a montage and moving on with their lives. It started as a murder story, that [nearly twenty years later] became Manhattan Murder Mystery [1993].

EL: And for a time after that, it was so much about Alvy’s inability to find pleasure. Your working title was Anhedonia.
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The first scene shot in Annie Hall, with spontaneous laughter from Annie and Alvy as they try to wrangle dinner. “Talk to him,” Alvy tells Annie after a lobster scuttles behind the refrigerator. “You speak shellfish.”

WA: Originally the concept was to drive the film with Alvy’s stream of consciousness. And when Marshall saw my first cut with [editor] Ralph Rosenblum, he just didn’t think it was coherent—and he co-authored the story! It was good criticism. We worked to make it coherent.

EL: The lobster scene with Alvy and Annie laughing as they fumble with the live lobsters they’re cooking for dinner worked so well as a montage. It required no sound. Was it scripted?

WA: It was scripted only in that the scene existed but not the dialogue. Then we did about seven or eight takes—it was the first scene of the picture that we shot, the first scene I ever shot with [cinematographer] Gordon Willis—and in one of the takes we broke up because Keaton always makes me laugh.

Then when I looked at the dailies I realized I had never worked with such a great photographer before, and I was impressed with the take where we broke up, and I knew that was the one we’d be using. It’s the biggest laugh I’ve ever had and it’s one of the best scenes in the picture because the spontaneity is genuine. It was a fortuitous beginning to that film.

EL: It’s natural and spontaneous and shows a real relationship. There are so many things you did in the film that were a leap for you—

WA: Yes, it was a leap—

EL: —where you decided, “I don’t mind putting in subtitles, I don’t mind leaving the screen blank or even black.”

WA: —because it was a real story about real people. It wasn’t like Love and Death [a farce set in Napoleonic-era Russia] or Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex. It was real and I was working with a photographer who was teaching me things. It was just a very good experience. But it didn’t come easily. We did a lot of reshooting and a lot of screwing around at the end—not just the end but editing with Ralph Rosenblum.

EL: Can you give me some examples?

WA: I don’t remember the picture that well, but when Marshall said he found it incoherent we went back and made all sorts of changes and cut things out. There was some kind of joke about Annie living with this guy in California and I didn’t feel and Ralph didn’t feel it was enough to justify what occurred at that point. So I spent four weeks shooting all kinds of other scenes—and never used any of them; we used the original.

[People milling about on the sidewalk as Alvy walks out of a store and moves toward the foreground.

ALVY (into the camera, to the audience) I miss Annie. I made a terrible mistake. A couple, walking down the street, stops as the man talks to Alvy.

MAN She’s living in Los Angeles with Tony Lacey.

ALVY Oh yeah? Well, if she is, then the hell with her! If she likes that lifestyle, let her live there! He’s a jerk, for one thing.

MAN He graduated Harvard.

ALVY Yeah. He may—Listen, Harvard makes mistakes too, you know. Kissinger taught there.

The couple strolls away as an older woman walks up to Alvy.

WOMAN Don’t tell me you’re jealous?

ALVY Yeah, jealous. A little bit. Like Medea. Can I show you something, lady? (He takes a small item from his pocket.) What I have here … I found this in the apartment, black soap. She used to wash her face eight hundred times a day with black soap. Don’t ask me why.

WOMAN Well, why don’t you go out with other women?

ALVY Well, I tried, but it’s, uh, you know, it’s very depressing.]

EL: Keaton’s singing “Seems Like Old Times” is such a showstopping number. Did you always have that in there for her to sing?

WA: I always had that in. I knew she was great and this song would be beautiful in the movie.

EL: I don’t think we’ve ever talked about the famous fashion look of hers that came out of that picture.

WA: That’s just her look. That’s the way she dressed. She was always an eccentric, creative dresser. And the costume lady would come to me and say [sort of whispering], “Don’t let her wear that.” And I’d say, “I think she looks great. She looks absolutely great.” Of course I did let her wear it.

EL: Was it her suggestion? Did she say, “Let me do this”?

WA: She didn’t do it in a formal way. I had had the experience over the years in theater and movies of these adorable actresses coming in to work looking like a trillion dollars, then getting into the costume provided for them and looking awful, like my mother’s friends, you know? I used to do Play It Again, Sam on Broadway every night and there were seven or eight girls in the cast, including Keaton. Some very beautiful girls would show up and knock your socks off and they’d go into their dressing room and they’d all get into their costumes, what was chosen for them— and they’d look terrible. Then after the show, they’d take them off and get into these wool caps and short skirts and they’d go out looking like gangbusters. So I always had great faith in the actresses wearing what they want to wear, particularly when someone was proven, like Keaton, who always knocked everybody out with the way she dressed. She just wore her clothes and then everybody wanted to wear them.

EL: Well, Annie Hall seems a good segue to Manhattan.

WA: Manhattan was something that Gordon and I talked about in the Hamptons during the filming of Interiors at dinner a number of times; we used to eat dinner together all the time. And I talked about doing a wide-screen picture and the thought was not to do a war picture or a typical large-screen picture but to do an intimate romantic picture with a wide screen. We wanted to work in black and white because that had a Manhattan feel to it.

I had bought Michael Tilson Thomas’s recordings of Gershwin overtures and I kept hearing them in the shower every day and thinking, God, a scene would be great set to this, or a scene would be great set to that. And I started working out the story with Marshall Brickman.

It was not going to be Gershwin, though, when I started. When I first wrote it, the first music you heard over the opening was Bunny Berigan doing “I Can’t Get Started,” because that was playing several times every night at Elaine’s [the famous Manhattan celebrity-filled restaurant] on the jukebox. And we fade in on Elaine’s. And then when I did that montage at the beginning, [film editor] Sandy [Susan E.] Morse said, “I just see Rhapsody in Blue here.” So I looked at it with Rhapsody in Blue and said, “Yeah, of course that would work beautifully.” Then I said, “Then we should just do all Gershwin. We’ll get the New York Philharmonic and just do all Gershwin.” And we did.

It was a romantic picture, beautifully photographed. It was fun to work with Mariel [Hemingway]. She was a wonderful person and a terrific actress.

EL: I remember I was with you when you were mixing an earlier film in that old dump of a place on Broadway. I went out of the room for fifteen or twenty minutes and when I returned you looked at me as though I was the poorest sap in the world and said, “You know, you just missed Mariel Hemingway.”

WA: [Smiles] She came to meet me. She and her girlfriend came up. I had wanted to use her—I had seen her in Lipstick [1976]—and I had to meet her live once just to verify that she was right. And she popped by for a minute and we all said hello to her.

She was a wonderful, cheerful kid and a terrific actress. Towered over me.

[Manhattan (1979) is the story of Isaac Davis (Woody), a TV writer whose wife (Meryl Streep) has left him for a woman. He now is involved with Tracy (Hemingway), a sophisticated but very sweet seventeen-year-old who loves him. He adores her but feels there is no future for them. He meets Mary (Diane Keaton), the mistress of his married best friend, Yale (Michael Murphy), a college professor with aspirations to write a book. Ike falls for Mary but then when Yale decides to leave his wife, Emily, for her, she breaks things off with Ike. Tracy, moving on with her life, has made plans to go to England to study and just as she is set to leave, Ike realizes too late what he has given up.]

EL: There is the realization that Ike has at the end, that he had been crazy to give up Tracy for the supposedly intellectual and worldlier Mary.

WA: I just thought it was a funny idea that the guy was adored by this young woman who has so much purity and is so decent and he blows it.

One of the criticisms of that picture that became not popular but was mentioned more than once was, “Who are these people? I don’t know any of these people. These are not New Yorkers as I know any New Yorkers.” And I can’t argue that necessarily; that may be a completely valid criticism. But for some reason, the picture had enormous resonance, and success, all over the world. I was as surprised as anyone.

It may be completely true that these are not real people, just as the depictions of Manhattan I’ve offered up are not necessarily real in the sense that they’re naturalistic. But obviously there was something about the people in Manhattan that resonated everywhere—France, Japan, South America.

EL: Was there ever much comment about the age difference between Ike and Tracy?

WA: Not the critics but some people were annoyed about that. To me, I gave that about as much credence as I gave the criticism of my relationship to Soon-Yi. If two people are happy with each other, they’re happy. Anyhow, it seemed like a good plot contrivance—and it was.

Speaking of Soon-Yi, it is ironic that my marriage to her, which was seen by many as so irrational, to me is the one relationship in my life that worked, and here it is many years later and we’re happy, with two great kids. [Woody’s wife, Soon-Yi Previn, is the adopted daughter of André Previn and Mia Farrow, who were divorced in 1979. The next year, Woody and Mia began a relationship and she appeared in every one of his films over the next dozen years. She adopted an infant daughter, Dylan (now known as Malone Farrow), whom Woody coadopted two years later. They also had a son, although they were not married and never lived together. The relationship ended when Woody and Soon-Yi became involved in 1992.]

EL: What was the genesis of this film? You’ve told me that you wanted to do a film that celebrated Manhattan.

WA: Conversation with Marshall Brickman. I wanted to show the city the way I felt about it. We’d chat and I said something like, “Wouldn’t it be funny if I liked this really young girl and if Keaton was this major pseudo-intellectual?” And he would envision a scene and start to ad-lib it and I’d take it from him and carry it farther and he’d take it back from me and carry it even farther—the way people collaborate. We’d joke with each other and he’d play a character and I’d play a character and eventually the story emerged.

EL: Did you have any of the problems with this one like you did with Annie Hall or did this one come together easily?

WA: No, no, no, I had problems.

EL: What were some of them?

WA: The usual problems that minor writers have [laughs] and that is the end—the very, very ending, those couple of shots were always the same. But there was a missing climax where I went to the guy’s classroom and confronted him [Ike and Yale are both involved with Mary], that was never there. I didn’t have a good end to the picture. I remember Marshall’s wife saw it—I’m not sure if they were married then—and she said, “What’s missing is some kind of scene where you pay off that problem.”

[After Mary tells Ike that Yale is leaving his wife for her, Ike goes to Yale’s classroom and confronts him. Along one wall are several full human and ape skeletons. After some back-and-forth about Mary and who should have been forthright with whom, they get to the heart of the argument.]
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In Manhattan, Yale (Michael Murphy) and Ike (Woody) argue in a classroom about their mutual attraction to the same woman. The skeletons just happened to be in the room used for the shot and Woody ad-libbed dialogue: “You know, someday we’re gonna—we’re gonna be like him!”

YALE Well, I’m not a saint, okay?

IKE (gesturing, almost hitting one of the skeletons) But you—you’re too easy on yourself, don’t you see that? You know, you … you—that’s your whole problem. You rationalize everything. You’re not honest with yourself. You talk about… you wanna—you wanna write a book but, but—in the end, you’d rather buy the Porsche, you know, or you cheat a little bit on Emily, and you play around with the truth a little with me, and—the next thing you know, you’re in front of a Senate committee and you’re naming names! You’re informing on your friends!

YALE (reacting) You are so self-righteous, you know. I mean, we’re just people, we’re just human beings, you know. You think you’re God!

IKE I—I gotta model myself after someone!

YALE Well, you just can’t live the way you do, you know. It’s all so perfect.

IKE Jesus—well, what are future generations gonna say about us? My God! (He points to the skeleton, acknowledging it at last.) You know, someday we’re gonna—we’re gonna be like him! I mean, you know—well, he was probably one of the beautiful people. He was probably dancing and playing tennis and everything. And—and—(pointing to the skeleton again) and now—well, this is what happens to us! You know, it’s very important to have—to have some kind of personal integrity. You know, I’ll be hanging in a classroom one day. And—and I wanna make sure when I … thin out that I’m going to be well thought of!

(The camera stays focused on the skeleton, its full form shown now, as Ike leaves, then Yale.)]

EL: Let’s talk a bit about Radio Days, which has always struck me as one of your most personal films.

WA: A purely pleasurable, self-indulgent thing. I wanted to do a whole movie of scenes based on memories of songs of my childhood, like Artie Shaw’s “Begin the Beguine” and Bing Crosby’s “Pistol Packin’ Mama” and “Mairzy Doats.” It was that kind of nostalgia; self-indulgent pleasure that one gets re-creating one’s childhood atmosphere. You know, somebody puts twenty million bucks in the bank—whatever the budget was, fifteen, sixteen million—and you get a chance to re-create your childhood, or a facsimile of it. It really isn’t my childhood exactly, but there are many aspects of my childhood that I’ve put in for fun, that I remember.

EL: Like some of the home life.

WA: Yes, some of the home life mirrored my home life because we always lived with other relatives. That’s what the evenings would be like. They’d be listening to the war news on the radio and my uncle and my father or my aunts and my father were playing gin rummy and my mother would be knitting and the radio would be on and you’d get reports on how the war was going on the seven o’clock news or the nine o’clock news.

In between they would listen to all these shows, which I remember as incredibly wonderful, but they’re not. A lot of times I get together with people my age and someone will say, “Radio was a much better medium than television because television’s so insipid and radio, you had to use your imagination.” Then someone will come out with packages of those shows and I’ll listen to The Shadow and other old radio shows and they are quite god-awful. Except for Jack Benny, who holds up brilliantly. What comedy writing, and what a performer he was.

EL: So it’s the reverse of movies you didn’t like when you saw them in the theater but do like when you see them on TV. Here’s stuff you loved on radio but disappoints when you hear it decades later.

WA: You hear it again and you realize just how awful it was. But Benny! Someone gave me a wonderful tape of Jack Benny and his guest star was Ernst Lubitsch and it was just a wonderful, funny, funny radio show. Just as funny as could be.

[Radio Days is a story about the power of imagination and memory. Woody narrates but does not appear in the film, which is a combination of a boy’s oddball family stories and childhood yearnings held together by music and voices from the radio in the early 1940s. Just as what the boy hears fires his imagination, the people behind the radio voices have their own incongruent lives and yearnings.]

EL: Was the sexy substitute teacher in Radio Days based on anyone real?

WA: No. Totally fabricated. First of all, no teacher who ever crossed the threshold of P.S. 99 ever looked like anything that you’d find outside of, you know, an aquarium. With a substitute teacher there was a breakdown of discipline. It was like a vacation for the day. So that part of the scene did happen. But you never got a really good-looking teacher.

EL: Even though it was only a forty-minute subway ride away, midtown Manhattan must have seemed like another world compared to Brooklyn.

WA: Right. It was a very pleasant trip. You’d buy the paper and get on the train and thirty-five, forty minutes later you’re there. You were in Manhattan in twenty minutes but you had to get uptown to Forty-second Street before it started to matter.

But the difference was simply amazing. Brooklyn was nice. And you can tell that now as it’s getting its refurb. The houses for sale in Park Slope and on the waterfront there are absolutely gorgeous. But it didn’t matter. You were in Brooklyn and it was fine. But when you crossed over into Manhattan, it was an explosion of everything that you only knew from Hollywood movies. Because when we went over—especially at my age—you could only walk on Park Avenue or Fifth Avenue or Times Square or wherever you were, but you couldn’t go inside those places. The only thing that took you inside the apartments and the penthouses and the nightclubs were the movies.

And so when you went into Manhattan you knew when you saw the houses on Fifth Avenue, on Park Avenue, that if you were to pan by, there would be some incredible love affair going on in apartment A, and in apartment B there’d be a songwriter writing the next Broadway show, and you’d pan to the next apartment and there’d be some young model who had just come to New York and was falling in love with someone and was going to take acting by storm. You bought into all that stuff that you saw when you were a kid. So it was all the difference in the world.

EL: The other day you told me that your father used to bring you into town and give you a guided tour as you walked, describing the buildings that used to be there. How old were you when that started?

WA: It was during World War II, so I was six or seven. He would take me from the train station on Avenue J in Brooklyn and we’d ride into New York. I’d go to the Automat, I’d go to the Circle Magic Shop, which had a big arcade downstairs. We’d go to the arcades on Forty-second Street—my father loved to shoot the rifles. It was dazzling. Rarely we went to a movie, rarely.

EL: Did you know he was a cab driver during that period? I’m reminded of the poignant scene in Radio Days when the kid gets into a cab and is startled to see his father is the driver and his father is clearly embarrassed.

WA: No, I didn’t. That anecdote was not 100 percent true but almost true. Whenever I’d ask my parents what he did, I would get a different answer because he often switched jobs. So they’d always say, “Your father is a big butter and egg man.” “Your father works in the city.” “He’s in business.” I could never get a straight answer.

In the course of that time he’d owned a store that was a sort of grocery store, and he’d worked at all these other jobs. He once was a bookmaker, for [the mob boss] Albert Anastasia, actually. He also had worked in and run a pool hall.

I was coming out of the movies one day with my friends and a cab goes by and my father was at the wheel, with the taxi driver’s hat [laughs]. It didn’t bother me at all. I thought he was a bit embarrassed by it. I said, “What are you doing?” And he said, “Ah, I’m just doing this for a friend.”

To me, it was all the same. A cab driver was no different from a bank president. I had no negative feelings about it.

EL: There is that nice dramatic shift when the kid is being chased by the parents to give him a spanking and they are interrupted by the radio bulletin of the little girl who has fallen into a well.

WA: Now, I made that up. We had listened to a similar story on the radio, as had many American families. That was a tense thing. And I was chased around the house many times. And I did dye my mother’s coat. That was true.

All that stuff about going out with my aunt when my sister was being born—none of that was true. I went out with my father when my mother was in the hospital. We visited her just after she had given birth and my father took me into Manhattan. Maybe we went to a movie or to a war museum like the kind that was in the movie—battleships and guns. And he bought me—it wasn’t a chemistry set, actually it was an FBI fingerprinting set. He always bought me stuff—I was spoiled.

I was very scientifically inclined as a young boy. My parents had to put me in the hospital for a couple of days for allergy tests. It was very unpleasant and I hated it all. I had always wanted a chemistry set but they thought it was dangerous to be around chemicals. But I guess my father felt so guilty about my suffering and having to be in the hospital that the day I got out they bought me a $40 Lionel chemistry set, which was quite a top-of-the-line thing.

It’s a typical example of taking bits and scraps of my childhood that really never happened as they appear in the movie, or even close to the way they appear in the movie, and using them for a certain value but not autobiographically so.

So when you see Radio Days, my aunt takes me into town with her boyfriend and I watch them dancing, but none of that ever happened. I never went anywhere with my aunt and some boyfriend. Those relationships didn’t exist. That was pure drama for the story. Yes, I was chased around the house, but it had nothing to do with that kid’s falling down the well—Kathy Fiscus, or whatever her name was. [In 1949, three-year-old Kathy Fiscus fell into an uncapped well in the Los Angeles suburb of San Marino. Radio bulletins kept a horrified public mesmerized for three days while rescuers worked in vain to retrieve her alive.]

I’m relying on information in my life, but that’s why I say it’s not autobiographical. It’s much more exaggerated to make the story better.

EL: I wasn’t thinking of an exact parallel.

WA: But people do.

EL: Yes. But you’re saying that you take some things that are true but then you make something completely different out of them. Like you pick a flower and then some others and after a while you have a bouquet. Here you have an anecdote and then you add a bunch of other things and then you have a screenplay.

WA: Right. Nor, incidentally, did I live with my grandmother and grandfather. I stayed with them only once. We practically always lived with relatives, but it was an aunt or an uncle. My grandparents lived down the block in another house with other aunts. So it’s a conglomeration of some things.

EL: So in the case of Radio Days, you took the music that evoked the period and you tell a story about an important time in your life, but you were a kid and you’re relying on what you recall of your facts and fantasies as a kid.

WA: It’s atmosphere, that’s really what the fun of the movie was. It’s not a big heavy plot movie. It’s a movie of anecdotes and the atmosphere of what the kids did when I was younger—went to the beach and looked for German submarines.

EL: Did you ever see one?

WA: I never saw a German submarine. The truth of the matter is, we used to look up for aircraft because all the kids were encouraged to do that. You could buy games that showed the silhouettes of the Axis aircraft so that you could identify them. When I lived in Long Beach [on Long Island, a few miles east of Brooklyn] we’d go on the beaches after school every day—not with binoculars like in the movie—and it’s conceivable that one day we might have looked out at the water and said, “Gee, what if we saw a German submarine out there, or a German battleship out there. What would you do?”

But we did scan the skies. That was a fairly popular thing.

EL: Did you do it because you were worried or because it was fun?

WA: We did it because we wanted to participate in the patriotism of the day and it had a kind of official patina to it and we felt we were doing our job to foil the Axis, and maybe we would see a German plane and [laughs] could report it. People were encouraged to do those things; I’m sure people were encouraged to go to the beach and look, though I don’t remember that particular propaganda. I do remember collecting tinfoil. [Metals were recycled for the war effort.] That was major.

EL: At that age did you care a lot about music?

WA: Yes, the popular music of the day. I had records—the breakable kind of 78s—and a Victrola that was very important to me. I go back to those where you screw in the needle and wind it up.

EL: You had one in your room, didn’t you?

WA: Yes, I had one as a very young boy. I was eight when my sister was born and I remember my record player antedating that by a lot. I remember anti-German records during the war—1941, 1942.

EL: What else do you remember about the music?

WA: The music for the most part was quite good. On Saturday nights I could turn on The Hit Parade and you’d hear Benny Goodman and Frank Sinatra and those kinds of people. Or Make-Believe Ballroom. They’d have good songs by good people.

I didn’t play an instrument with any seriousness. I started and stopped the violin.

EL: Going back to your father for a minute, it sounds like you had a very pleasant relationship, at least when you were making those trips to Manhattan.

WA: Yeah. It’s one of those things where you hear older people saying, “I was happy but I didn’t know it.” Or “I was poor but I didn’t know it.” And this is true. From where I sat, there was never a question of missing a meal or that the rent wouldn’t be paid or I wouldn’t have clothes. My relationship with my father was always better in a friendly way than with my mother. My mother was always a disciplinarian and made things work. My father I could talk to about baseball and gangsters and all those things that interested me.

EL: Did he ever talk about working for Anastasia?

WA: No, not then he didn’t, because it was not something to brag about at the time. He had worked for him before I was born and it raised a question about whether my mother was going to marry him. He worked for bookmakers and he had to spend every summer at Saratoga at the racetrack and take bets and pay off bets. And my father loved it because he got, you know, a per diem and nice money and it was a very pleasurable job. Then his father told him he was going to wind up bad if he kept pursuing that. I found out about it later in life.

EL: Sounds interesting.

WA: Yeah. You know, my father had a fairly interesting life. He joined the navy at sixteen and quit school and when he was in Europe he saw the world—he was in Russia and all over Europe, and present at executions, and a bomb hit his boat, or his boat exploded, off the coast of Florida and everybody had to swim for it and only about three guys made it. My father was one of them. It was a news story at the time.

He was an expert at duckpins—small pins, small bowling ball—and played the New York State champion, Mel Luff. And he was a fine pool player. I played with him later and he was much better than me. And he had been mascot for the Brooklyn Dodgers. He grew up in Brooklyn when it was all farmland. When World War I ended his father bought him this fabulous automobile and he drove all over Europe in it.

So he was a colorful character, in that sense. His father was apparently a bright, cultivated guy who had season tickets to the opera and would take the boat to Europe so he could go to the racetracks there.

EL: And your grandfather lost his fortune in the Depression?

WA: The Depression wiped him out. He had many movie theaters, including the Midwood Theater in Brooklyn, and lost them all. And then they were poor, poor.

September 2005

Woody has finished editing Scoop—though he will later make a few tiny corrections—and I’ll see it in the next couple of days. In the immediate time ahead, he will try to sort out the idea for his next film, but that will be difficult because he is not certain where it will be made. London provided unanticipated pleasure and he expected to make a third film in a row there, but the critical and financial success of Match Point has brought about other interesting possibilities.

EL: I’ll wait until I’ve seen Scoop to quiz you any more, but is there an observation you’d like to make about it before we move on? I’m particularly interested in how your ideas for films may be changing.

WA: I’m in it because it’s a comedy, and because it’s a comedy it’s automatically lighter. Because it’s lighter, I have a tendency not to get as involved as a viewer. You know, there was a time when I was younger and I was involved in comedy and I thought, Oh, this is funny, this is funny, this is funny. But I don’t feel the same now. It was fun to do Match Point and I was very involved as a viewer as I was making the film. I loved the fact that I wasn’t in it, I loved the fact that it was serious, and when it did come out, it had a good feel for me and good substance and I had a feeling of pride in it. Whereas in a comedy, and especially a comedy that I’m in—which automatically makes it kind of silly because I’m a silly comic, I’m a lower comic [he pauses]—I find it hard to get interested in it.

It’s possible to do comedies of interest and substance, but those are the ones that have a greater serious content. City Lights has that kind of content, and when Chaplin blends his pictures, however clumsily, with more seriousness, they become more substantive. Bernard Shaw did that in his plays. There’s more seriousness in Pygmalion, it isn’t just a bunch of laughs. And Huckleberry Finn. But when I’m in comedies, they tend to be comic in the tradition that I enjoy playing and feel comfortable in, which is light and frivolous. But now I feel I’d be better off doing serious pictures without me in them.

EL: In your early films, like Take the Money and Run and Bananas, was there pleasure in doing the comedy with you in it?

WA: Yes, I got pleasure out of it, and part of it was that it was so much fun to just get into the movie business and make movies. I kept thinking, Oh, wait until the audience sees this. And it was fun to make jokes and have them laughed at. But even then, I felt in my mind, hopefully this would be a stepping-stone to the more serious things that I enjoy more. Because I myself—and I’m going only as a viewer—enjoy more serious things. I know this is always read as “Oh, he hates comedy.” But of course I love comedy and if I’m surfing through the television channels and, say, the Marx Brothers or Bob Hope comes on, I always pause and always watch and laugh and enjoy it. But the things I like to watch the most are serious things. I enjoy watching A Streetcar Named Desire, or The Iceman Cometh. That’s how I feel about it.

EL: When did you start to notice the shift from feeling, Gee, it’s great to be in the movie business and the audience is going to enjoy this?
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ABOVE LEFT: Recently dead ace reporter Joe Strombel (Ian McShane) escapes from the boat to the afterworld long enough to tip off neophyte reporter Sondra Pransky (Scarlett Johansson) about the identity of a killer. Strombel appears in Scoop in a magic Chinese box used by second-rate magician Sid Waterman, aka Splendini (Woody), from which Sondra was supposed to disappear.
ABOVE RIGHT: Sid and Sondra just before she goes into the box.

WA: I felt it on this last movie [Scoop] most acutely because I’d just come off Match Point, which was a pleasure to do, and I got a very positive feeling watching it after I was finished. I felt, Yes, this is a nice film. If I had made a career of doing films like this, I would feel better about myself.

And then I had this amusing idea, which I thought was an amusing idea, Scoop, and I thought, I should do this because it’s a funny idea. The idea that a reporter would be hot on a story even after he dies was funny to me. So I did it, but in retrospect I might have been happier myself if I had chosen a melodrama. Incidentally, this goes back to funny concepts not scoring. Scoop proceeds laugh by laugh but the concept—which is witty—counts for little. [Woody is Sid Waterman, a second-rate magician known as Splendini, and Scarlett Johansson is Sondra Pransky, a novice American journalist living in London who volunteers to step into Splendini’s Chinese box during a performance. She is meant to vanish but instead encounters the ghost of Joe Strombel (Ian McShane), a recently deceased ace reporter who has managed to temporarily slip off the boat to the afterworld and tip Sondra off about the aristocrat Peter Lyman (Hugh Jackman), whom he believes is a serial killer. Sondra contrives to meet Peter but in the quest to unmask him falls for him instead, with dangerous results. Sid pretends to be Sondra’s father to help her investigate the story, and the film is full of banter between them (Sondra: “Oh, you always see the glass half empty.” Sid: “No, I see it half full. Of poison!”) and comic remarks to others by Sid (at a fancy garden party he tells other guests, “I was born of the Hebrew persuasion, but I converted to narcissism”).]

EL: You said you had to write three scripts in twelve weeks for this one.

WA: Yes. I had an idea, which I don’t want to give away, but I knew I was going to be making the film in England. Then I found out from people after I wrote the script that this kind of phenomenon does not occur in England. Then I wrote another script that, as I’ve mentioned, people thought some things about the character were going to seem too autobiographical—though they weren’t.

EL: You said the third script, Scoop, put together a couple of ideas you had in that collection you have in your desk drawer.

WA: Yeah, the idea of the reporter coming back. And I had the murder idea of folding it into somebody else’s oeuvre [he chuckles], his résumé. [A man who commits a single murder makes it look like the work of an uncaptured serial killer] And those are two totally separate ideas.

EL: How much had you written on each of those ideas?

WA: Nothing.

EL: Just your little note.

WA: Just a note saying, “This would be a funny idea—the guy’s such a dedicated reporter that he cannot resist the story even though he’s dead. This [the copycat murder] would be an interesting way to commit a crime.”

But I’ve done that before. Zelig comes to mind. I always wanted to do a period documentary and I had an idea about a guy who becomes whoever he’s with. But Zelig was never meant to be a documentary when I started to write it. I remember the first few pages were about a guy who worked at public television, and it gradually happened in contemporary time as a realistic story. Then I thought to myself, This would be a very good period documentary. So it was a conflation of two things.

EL: Do you know yet where you’re going to shoot your next film?

WA: No, I don’t know yet. I’m waiting to find out, and that will dictate what I write.

EL: What will determine it?

WA: It will be dictated by the origin of the money. If the British people give us the money to make the film, the condition usually is that we shoot it there [for tax benefits for the backers]. If it’s a French co-production, then we’ll shoot it in France. Sometimes you raise money and they don’t care where you shoot it, in which case, I don’t know—I might shoot it here [in New York]. But the ideas that I have in my notes are quite different. I have an idea for Barcelona. I have an idea for Paris. I have an idea for London. [He is laughing now.] I have an idea for New York. But they’re all different. And I’m waiting to pounce. I’d like to pounce tomorrow, but I probably won’t know for about four weeks [the end of October 2005], in which time I’ll finish Scoop and just noodle. I mean, I could write a play, or maybe try and write a piece for The New Yorker. I’ll fill the time.

February 2006

EL: I watched New York Stories the other day, which I hadn’t seen for some time, and in Oedipus Wrecks, your portion of it, there’s that scene after you’ve had dinner with Julie Kavner and she’s wrapped up the leftover boiled chicken. And you go home and although you hadn’t expected to enjoy yourself, you start to reflect happily on the evening—

WA: [Remembering now] Oh, right.

EL: —and you unwrap the chicken and hold up a leg. It was a scene you considered reshooting but a major reason you didn’t was that the leg had great gobs of chicken jelly hanging from it and you knew you couldn’t duplicate that. I throw this out as a reminder to prompt any recollections of the film.

WA: It was fun to make that film. We were working with a very limited budget and we had a very short time to shoot it, but it was only a short story. And short-story films notoriously don’t do well at the box office.

EL: Yes, it’s a point you’ve made before, that it’s a series of peaks—the audience goes up, then has to start with a new one, then a third.

WA: They don’t like that and I understand it because I don’t like it myself. Every ten years, someone gives it a try in the face of all of that. And it doesn’t work. Then no one gives it a try for another ten years. But there’s always some angle: You’ll have seven great directors doing the seven deadly sins. Or someone will get [Federico] Fellini, [Luchino] Visconti, and [Vittorio] De Sica and do three great Italian tales of sex. [Boccaccio ’70 (1962). Mario Monicelli did the fourth sequence. All parts were loosely adapted from Boccaccio’s Tales of the Decameron.] But it doesn’t work. On New York Stories, I was working with Marty Scorsese and Francis Ford Coppola, two great directors. I sandwiched myself in there to get, you know, acclaim by association.

Ironically, it’s a good medium for me, short films, because I’ve written sketches many times in my life and I can write short things, and many times I have ideas that are amusing but don’t develop into any kind of story. I could do a film tomorrow if there was really any point to doing six or eight short stories of my own.

EL: Had the idea for Oedipus Wrecks been around for a while or was it one you came up with for the film?

WA: I had that idea among many other short ideas and there were times when I was groping for ideas for a movie and I would think that maybe I should do two or three stories about a certain theme.

I think that one of the only successful short story compilations in film history was Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Sex, and that had a different makeup to it because it was based on a best-selling book. Maybe it was one person doing those ideas. They weren’t stories you had to get emotionally invested in. These were all trivial little sketches. You could laugh at them and might even think, Great, I’ve had my six minutes of this, now I’d like to move on to another one. So for whatever reason, that one worked.
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ABOVE LEFT: Every child’s nightmare comes true in Oedipus Wrecks. Woody plays Sheldon, whose mother, last seen entering a magician’s Chinese box for a disappearing/reappearing trick, instead reappears in the sky over Manhattan and kibitzes with passersby about her son’s failings.
ABOVE RIGHT: Sheldon is further traumatized when his aunt (Jessie Keosiam) and mother (Mae Questel), fresh from seeing Cats and loaded with souvenirs, interrupt a meeting with partners in his law firm, making their entrance to the beat of the tom-toms in Gene Krupa and Benny Goodman’s rendition of “Sing Sing Sing.” (“Ominous,” Woody said, red-faced with laughter, when he first saw the music playing with the scene.)

EL: Back to Oedipus Wrecks. Sven Nykvist [died 2006] shot it. This was just on the cusp of digital effects getting really good and you had so much trouble getting the mother in the sky right.

WA: Now they’re incredible, but then you had to do these things the hard way. Any time I made films with special effects prior to digital technology I really had to labor because I never had any money for experiment and no flair for it, either [laughs], but now I can do it much better. I still don’t have the money, it’s still expensive. I know it cripples the front office when I come in and need some of those effects.

EL: I remember a couple of things you said at the time you made Oedipus Wrecks. One was when you were laying in the music and cut in Gene Krupa on the tom-tom in “Sing Sing Sing” as your character’s mother and Aunt Ceil come barreling around the corner in the law firm office. It’s a funny sequence and you were laughing as you saw it for the first time.

[Sheldon, Woody’s character, is in a meeting with partners at the law firm where he works. A secretary nervously interrupts to say his mother has come to see him. The partners are not pleased but he leaves. The tom-tom starts as he looks down the empty hallway and then around the corner come two short elderly ladies with Cats paraphernalia, obviously having just gone to a matinee. There is comedic menace in their stature and walk, and dread on Sheldon’s face, as Benny Goodman’s clarinet starts the melody.]

WA: I laugh a lot of times at jokes when I write them and also when I see them on the screen. And sometimes I’m borne out by an audience. But not all the time. I consider myself a typical audience that way. If I find something funny, generally there’s a good number of others who will.

EL: The drums are so comically ominous. And Julie Kavner is wonderful.

WA: She’s great. She’s a huge talent.

EL: I’d forgotten that Larry David is in it. [He plays the stage manager.]

WA: Yeah, he’s been in a couple of things. Radio Days. He was a funny guy around town. I didn’t know him very well. But he was a funny guy. And had a good look.

EL: George Schindler, who played Shandu, the magician, was very convincing. He was a real magician, yes?

WA: Originally I had Wallace Shawn in there. He’s one of my favorite actors and I’ve used him many times since. He didn’t have the flair of a real magician, though. I got a real magician and it made all the difference in the world in terms of having a true feeling for it.

EL: You use magic a lot in your films. In the early 1980s Diane Jacobs wrote a book about it.

WA: Yes. That was insightful of her. She was proven prophetic—someone steps off the screen [The Purple Rose of Cairo], someone doing a magic trick, like Maureen Stapleton [died 2006] in Interiors. Many cases of it. [Among them: his character’s mother appears in the sky in Oedipus Wrecks; magical herbs allow a woman to become invisible in Alice; the dead rematerialize in Match Point; a character offers advice from the grave in Scoop.]

EL: Anything more on Oedipus Wrecks? Mae Questel as the mother was terrific.

WA: When my sister saw her, she really laughed. She said she looked like our mother. Mae was the voice of Betty Boop. I think we used her as Betty Boop in Zelig.

EL: Do you remember the germ of the idea for Alice? [The film is a meditation on memory, magic, marriage, daydreams, boredom, and the oddities of attraction. Alice Tate (Mia Farrow), a woman long ignored by her wealthy husband (William Hurt) and whose once strong conscience has withered, suddenly finds companionship with an attractive musician (Joe Mantegna). She consults an herbalist in a ramshackle office in Chinatown who gives her a concoction that makes her invisible and allows her to spy on her husband being unfaithful. Finally faced with a choice between the escapist life she has lived and what she most values—a life of responsibility—she finds rejuvenation by being a good mother.]

WA: I wanted to do something about a rich Upper East Side lady—because I always like to write about rich Upper East Side people—a rich Upper East Side lady like the kind I used to see when I took Dylan to school. I would see these mothers in sneakers and running suits with a Blackglama sable or mink coat over it and I always got a kick out of that. Now, there are people that resent that kind of thing. I’m not one of them. I am amused by it, affectionately. There is a line in Alice that I don’t exactly remember but it is about if the kid doesn’t get into the right preschool he won’t get into the right college. That whole world interested me.

And I remember at that time friends were going to a quack doctor in Chinatown, sucking up these herbs and paying a fortune for them. They could have been dangerous, but they certainly weren’t helpful. Did I tell you the story about the cat’s whisker in the eye?

EL: Tell me again.

WA: I always find that stuff just total nonsense. So I was having an eye problem of some sort and I couldn’t get rid of it. It just went on and on and I took all sorts of medicine. Finally my friend said, “I’ll buy you a session with this doctor and I guarantee he will get rid of it.”
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The chorus advises Lenny (Woody) not to try to find the mother of his adopted son.
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The Greek chorus in Mighty Aphrodite, led by F. Murray Abraham.

I said, “I’m not going to Chinatown.”

And she said, “He’ll come over to your house and he will cure you. What do you have to lose? Give him one session and if he doesn’t cure you, then no harm.”

So I said okay and the guy comes over to my house and he’s got a pussycat whisker. And he puts it in my tear duct and he leaves—and of course it had zero effect. When I told my eye doctor, he said, “Don’t ever let anybody put anything in there! You could get an infection. God knows what could happen.”

And it occurred to me when I was writing Alice that this Upper East Side woman hears from her friends about this man who works wonders, and goes downtown and gets all these potions—and then I thought, What if they really were magical potions? I thought it would be a likeable story and maybe it was to some people.

EL: It’s funny when Alice goes down at the end and the doctor, played by Keye Luke, is hurriedly packing to leave town, supposedly to do further study. [Luke played the Number One Son in all the Charlie Chan movies. He made 185 films in a career that stretched from 1934 to his death in 1991. Alice was his last picture.]

WA: Yes, I’m sure that it’s the inevitable fate of these guys, that sooner or later they have to skip town because somebody blows the whistle on them.

EL: You have a Greek chorus in Mighty Aphrodite [1995], which gives it a magical aspect of another sort than Alice. Where did that idea come from?

WA: I’d always wanted to do a Greek chorus film. I originally thought of doing it on my short story—I can’t remember the title, the one where the guy is dating the girl and then falls in love with her mother …

EL: “Retribution.”

WA: “Retribution.” I was going to do that with a Greek chorus. I thought it would make a good story. But then I didn’t want to do one of my stories as a screenplay, and a couple of years later I remember thinking about Dylan when she was adopted, she was so lovely, I was thinking, I wonder who her mother and father were. And then I thought there was a story there someplace about an adopted kid whose adoptive parents liked the kid so much that they thought, Gee, her mother was probably very nice. And then you go find her mother and you fall in love with her. That was my first thought. Then I thought, You find her mother but her mother’s not very nice at all. And then I thought [he smiles], That’s got a Grecian feeling to it: the more you know about a child’s provenance, the worse the situation gets. And I thought I should do that with my Greek chorus. Then the idea occurred to me for the ending, which really made the idea for me, that she would have my child and I would have her child and neither of us would know it. The whole thing came together as a Greek story and I did it with the chorus. I put it together years before I made it.

[Mighty Aphrodite is the story of what happens after Lenny (Woody), a sports-writer, and his art-world wife, Amanda (Helena Bonham Carter), adopt a baby boy, Max. Because Max is an attractive and smart kid, Lenny can’t help assuming the parents are as well and he sets out to find them, despite woeful warnings from the leader of the Greek chorus (F. Murray Abraham) and comic comments from some of its members. (“I see disaster. I see catastrophe. Worse, I see lawyers!” one of them says. “Don’t be such a Cassandra,” she is told. “I’m not such a Cassandra,” she replies. “I am Cassandra.”) But Max’s mother turns out to be a porn actress and hooker named Linda Ash (Mira Sorvino), who despite her occupation and rough edges is very sweet. Without telling Linda that she is Max’s mother, Lenny tries to get her to change her life. After Amanda tells Lenny she wants a divorce, he and Linda have one night together. But Amanda returns, Lenny’s efforts on Linda’s behalf pay off, and they lose track of each other—until one day in a toy store they bump into each other. Lenny is with Max, and Linda is with her winsome daughter. Each admires the other’s child without realizing they are the parent.]

EL: Written out and put in a drawer or just in your head?

WA: No, I didn’t write it out, but the movie came off. Mira helped because she is a very smart girl and a very good actress.

EL: You said the funny, squeaky, high-pitched voice she used for the part was good for taking the edge off the profanity and lightening up the story.

WA: Yes, because whenever you have someone doing such an extreme voice, you’re out on a limb with it. But she was able to bring it off. I’d look at dailies and think to myself, Looks good to me. I hope I’m not going to get killed with this but it looks good. And I hired the choreographer, Graciela [Daniele], who did my musical, and of course she did a great job on the chorus.

EL: You shot the chorus in Italy or Sicily, didn’t you?

WA: We shot it in Sicily, in Taormina, in an amphitheater, and then we planted them in New York in certain places. We were there in February and the crew had to take their shirts off, because it was so hot and the sun was so blazing.

EL: The film does have an ironic feel and, as you say, a Greek sensibility.

WA: I’ve had Greek organizations and Greek people writing me ever since then thinking I’m an expert on Greek theater.

I visited Athens recently and saw the theater and I must say, of all the things that I saw, what took my breath away the most was to stand at the Acropolis and look down and see the theater. That’s the place where Oedipus opened and Medea. The original cast was down there playing those parts.

EL: Deconstructing Harry [1997]. How did you conceive of that?

WA: I haven’t seen it in a long time but I remember the idea clearly. You’d see a guy who I could play—a New York Jewish writer—and you would watch the guy and learn about him, but learn about him through what he wrote. You’d see his short stories and excerpts from his novels and that would tell you about him. I thought that was a funny idea and had a certain cleverness to it and it would give me a chance to do a number of short little comic pieces that wouldn’t sustain for a whole movie but can be funny in short stories. I can do the sketch about death coming for the wrong guy and the sketch about being out of focus. I just needed some mechanics to hang the stories on.
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Mariel Hemingway, one of Harry’s ex-wives in Deconstructing Harry, tries to stop Harry (Woody) from taking their son.

[Robin Williams plays an actor who suddenly goes out of focus—not because the camera lens is off but because he actually is corporeally unfocused—and whose selfish solution is that his family wear corrective glasses. The film is about how art can be transcendent but the artist who creates it (Harry Block, a writer played by Woody) can be ruinous to those in his life. “You expect the world to adjust to the distortion you’ve become!” complains one of the six psychiatrists Harry has consulted. The action flips between reality and fantasy, between Harry and his lengthy roster of aggrieved ex-wives (three), ex-lovers (dozens), and relatives, and enactments of their thinly disguised portrayal in his novels and stories. The cast includes Kirstie Alley, Richard Benjamin, Judy Davis, Mariel Hemingway, Amy Irving, Julie Kavner, Julia Louis-Dreyfus, Tobey Maguire, Demi Moore, and Elisabeth Shue.]

EL: You were able to use Mariel Hemingway again.

WA: Yes, she stopped by and said she would love to do something, and I said, “I have a picture planned—there’s not an elaborate part for you, but I could always find something.” She’s a very fine actress. I wish I had something significant for her. I feel she’s not used enough in a significant way. She always delivers.

EL: And Billy Crystal.

WA: Yeah, it was great. I got a chance to work with Robin Williams and Billy Crystal, two guys who have appeared together so much. They both were wonderful. They both came in and Robin did his thing beautifully. It really worked. I knew he’d be funny doing it. He was very nice to work with. And Billy, too, who played the Devil. They’re just two very gifted guys you can give stuff to do and know you’re going to get 100 percent and more out of; they’re going to contribute.

EL: I like Harry’s characters coming to honor him. And also the notion of a writer who can do the work no matter what else is happening in his life.

WA: That part was me. I could do that. I know people think the film is about me and I think that is funny because the film’s not remotely about me. I thought when the picture was over that I would say, “Oh, yes, this is definitely me,” and not go through the usual dance where I’m saying, “It’s not me, it’s not the way I work, I’ve never been blocked, I’ve never kidnapped my kid, I wouldn’t have the nerve to act like that, I don’t sit home and drink and have hookers coming over to the house all night.” If I was being honored by an old school—which I wouldn’t be—I probably wouldn’t show up. Apart from the ability to write anytime, there was nothing in the movie at all that was me, but the path of least resistance was to say yes. I’ve given up trying to say no.

EL: What about the genesis for Celebrity [1998]?

WA: The idea came to do a film on the concept of celebrity. Everybody was suddenly a celebrity, every plastic surgeon and model and athlete. I thought it would be fun to fool around with.

EL: The notion of celebrity was also a large part of Stardust Memories.

WA: Right. A lot of odd things happen to you when you’re a celebrity. I mean, a girl doesn’t come up and say, “Sign my left breast.” But they do say, “There are people that the Russians are locking in nuthouses, can you help them?” Or “Can you help me with this?” And as I’ve pointed out to people, Stardust Memories preceded John Lennon getting shot, because I felt there was that ambivalent feeling between the audience and the celebrity. The audience worships the celebrity and on the one hand cuts the celebrity much more slack than the celebrity deserves, merits, or earns. On the other hand, the audience loves it when the celebrity is denigrated and they get an enjoyment of saying, “Oh, you should have read so-and-so about this movie. He really crucified him.” They have an ambivalent feeling, and that’s the same ambivalence that that crazy guy had toward John Lennon, or that crazy person felt toward Jodie Foster. They idolize them and they’re also dangerous.

EL: There was a spate of several films starting with Husbands and Wives and going through Mighty Aphrodite, Celebrity, and Deconstructing Harry in which the actors’ dialogue is often raw and profane. Some people have said that these pictures reflect the turmoil in your life that surrounded your breakup with Mia Farrow. [A complicatedly made film using a variety of cinematic techniques including a handheld camera and choppy cuts between characters that add an unsettled edge, Husbands and Wives details the disintegration of a marriage that seems perfectly sound and the rehabilitation of another that in the first scene is declared to be over. Gabe and Judy (Woody and Mia Farrow) arrive at the home of their good friends Jack and Sally (Sydney Pollack and Judy Davis), who cheerfully say they are divorcing. Gabe and Judy are at first shocked, then Judy becomes furious. A handheld camera follows the action, giving the film the jumpy feel of a documentary, and that sense is enhanced by the narrative by an unseen observer and interviews by what is assumed to be the director of a film within the film. The characters all become involved with other people: Judy introduces Sally to Michael (Liam Nee-son), an editor, who falls for her, to Judy’s unhappiness because she desires him. Jack becomes involved with his aerobics instructor, Sam (Lysette Anthony), whose beauty is matched by her lack of intellectual depth. Gabe, a novelist who also teaches at Columbia University, teeters toward involvement with Rain (Juliette Lewis), one of his students. (In a private moment at her twenty-first-birthday party in her parents’ penthouse, she asks him to kiss her and he, smitten, says, “Why is it that I’m hearing $50,000 worth of psychotherapy dialing 911?”) And in the end, it is Jack and Sally who are reunited while Gabe and Judy divorce.]

WA: Husbands and Wives was written two years before things happened with Mia. There’s no correlation. I was experimenting. I felt that with the documentary style it should be open, sexually and cinematically.

EL: Curse of the Jade Scorpion [2001].

WA: I let down an exceptionally gifted cast. I had Helen Hunt, who is a superb actress and comedienne. I had Dan Aykroyd, who I always thought was just hilarious. I had David Ogden Stiers, whom I’ve used many times and he always comes through. Elizabeth Berkley was wonderful. And it was successful abroad, not so successful here. But I, from my personal point of view, feel that maybe—and there are many candidates for this—but it may be the worst film I’ve made. It kills me to have a cast so gifted and not be able to come through for them. They put their trust in me.

[Set in 1940, Woody plays C. W. Briggs, a self-confident (“I’d hate to have me after me”), wisecracking insurance investigator, who, under the spell of a nefarious hypnotist, conducts a series of robberies of which he has no memory and thus no realization that he is the thief he seeks.]

EL: Where did you go wrong?

WA: I think I went wrong in playing the lead. I looked but I couldn’t find anyone else who was available who had any kind of comic flair. But I was not right in that picture. I would have been better off if I had less laughs and had a straighter, tougher leading man. So I think I sank everybody in that picture. And I felt it as I was seeing dailies every day. I didn’t know how to get out of it. I couldn’t figure it out—it was a complicated thing. It was period and I didn’t have a lot of money. I was dependent on locations that Santo [Loquasto, his production designer] had made brilliantly but we couldn’t go back and shoot in them because it would have been too expensive to redo his work. We couldn’t just simply say, “Let’s just get another actor and shoot it over.”

So for me personally I have great regrets and embarrassment because people trusted me, and took their jobs for no money. The picture was successful abroad. Perhaps in translation or with the goodwill toward me that many countries have I dodged a bullet or got by with it, but I don’t have a good memory of it. It was not successful here.

EL: Bob Hope could have played your part very well.

WA: Oh, yes, but I would have written it much differently as a Bob Hope movie. I would have written it with the glib facility of Hope and the scenes would have been subjugated to the one-liners. It would have been a vehicle for Hope to breeze through with that wonderful quality he had. I made it much more fleshed out or realistic than he would have done it—even though it was not realistic at all.

EL: Do you remember when the idea came from?

WA: Yes, I had that idea thirty-five years ago. The idea is a very good one, I think. I just screwed it up. The guy is hypnotized and he is a criminal and also the guy hunting for the criminal. I should have done it more seriously—not as a serious film, but I trivialized it with my presence and so the movie was not good.

EL: That’s a pretty harsh assessment. Do you have the same criticism about yourself in anything else?

WA: Yes, I feel if I play in a sophisticated kind of film I wind up playing the kind of New York neurotic guy you’ve seen many times, who’s, let’s say, as bright as I am in normal life, which is not [he laughs heartily] record-breaking. But if I play someone like Danny Rose [the talent manager he plays in Broadway Danny Rose], who’s less articulate than Alvy Singer, I get rid of the patois of a certain class and certain kind of subject matter about relationships and sophisticated New York things that are intellectual—or should I say pseudo-intellectual or psychoanalytic? And when I do neither a sophisticated character nor a lowlife but something in the middle, like Jade Scorpion, where I’m not playing my regular character, the film becomes trivial, it becomes silly because I can’t bring it off. In Take the Money and Run, you laugh and yes, it’s an okay little piece of nonsense for a first effort. But I can’t do that now. So the film seems trivial to me because I had to play a silly character and you don’t get interested in the people because they’re not believable, they go joke by joke. It’s hard to write good films and accommodate my character. It’s always been a problem. That’s why I’d just as soon keep out of my movies in the future and then I won’t burden myself and I won’t burden the audience and I’m free to do any movie I want and not have to face the problem of creating a good story and one that also has a funny part for a limited actor—me.

EL: Hollywood Ending [2002]. You’ve said it mystifies you that audiences did not find it as funny as you do.

WA: It’s not that—it’s that they didn’t show up. I think if they came in to see it they would have found it funny, but they didn’t come to see it. I thought it was quite funny. It is a funny picture with a funny idea, executed funny. I was amusing in it.

[Woody plays Val Waxman, a once-prominent director whose films have fallen from favor. He is given a chance to resurrect his career when his ex-wife, Ellie (Téa Leoni), persuades a studio executive—who is also her fiancé—to let him direct a New York melodrama. But just before shooting begins, Val goes blind from hysteria and tries to fake his way through the picture with the help of his agent (Mark Rydell) and Ellie, whom he wins back. The film ends with Val’s effort viciously panned by every American critic but hailed as a masterpiece in France. Where, of course, Woody is revered.]

EL: Téa Leoni stands up to you really well.

WA: Téa Leoni—again, sensational. Beautiful. Wonderful actress, a wonderful sense of humor. I don’t think I let her down. She looked great in the picture, was great in the picture. And I was amusing with her. I was so confident I took that picture to Cannes, the first time I ever did that. I’ve sent pictures before, but I went on opening night and felt, Oh, everybody’s going to love this and the French will particularly love it because the ending teases the French. And it was successful but nothing big—in France.

EL: Was that a new idea?

WA: No, it was an idea that had been around for years. I had kicked it around with Marshall Brickman. It was an idea that was not applied to a film director but to other things originally.

EL: Melinda and Melinda [2002].

WA: Melinda and Melinda was an idea I always wanted to do and I mentioned the idea to Peter Rice [of Fox Searchlight, who financed and distributed the film], who I liked working with. I had a couple of conversations with him on the phone and he wanted to do a film with me. I said I wanted to do a comic and a serious version of the same story and he loved that idea. They didn’t like the idea of working the way I work—that is, not seeing the script, not knowing the plot, not knowing anything about it. But he was willing to do it, much to his credit, I think. Again, it was a film in which the dramatic story interested me the most. All the heat and passion was in the dramatic story.

[Over dinner, two playwrights (Wallace Shawn and Larry Pine) argue whether the essence of life is tragic or comic. The film then cuts between drama and comedy as the writers embellish the story of a woman who unexpectedly shows up at a dinner party thrown by friends, and whose influence eventually leads to adultery, though differently in each version. Radha Mitchell is Melinda, who in the drama (the hosts are the wealthy Laurel, played by Chloë Sevigny, and her alcoholic actor husband, played by Jonny Lee Miller) is a bored wife who shows up bedraggled and skittish after she has left her physician husband for a photographer and lost her children in the ensuing custody case. After a bout of depression that landed her in a mental ward buckled into a straitjacket, she now is struggling with life. In the comedic version, she is an unmarried blithe spirit who captivates her neighbor Hobie (Will Ferrell), an out-of-work actor married to Susan (Amanda Peet), a maker of independent films, who leaves him for another, fabulously wealthy man.]

[image: ]

Radha Mitchell played tragic (left) and comic (right) versions of a woman’s story in Melinda and Melinda, with an appropriate look for each.

The comic story was fine because Will Ferrell is a funny guy and Amanda Peet is great—she’s beautiful and sexy and also quite funny. Quite a wonderful actress. And they did a terrific job. But the comic half never interested me as a writer as much as the other half of it. The other half of it was where my heart was.

And I got a chance to discover Radha Mitchell. We were originally going to work with Winona Ryder and Bob Downey and I couldn’t get insurance on them. The insurance companies are very prissy and sticky and gave us a hard time. We were heartbroken because I had worked with Winona before [Celebrity] and thought she was perfect for this and wanted to work with her again. And I had always wanted to work with Bob Downey and always thought he was a huge talent. Then the actors got upset with us, like we’re the ones who made the decision. But I felt we’re the ones that got screwed every bit as much as them. We couldn’t get bonded. The completion bonding companies [who provide insurance for the investors that the film will be completed within the budget and in a timely fashion] would not bond the picture unless we could insure them.

I wouldn’t have thought of Will Ferrell because he’s such a broad knockabout comic, but then there was something in him that I thought was sweet and vulnerable and I thought, Yeah, this guy could probably act this and be very sweet. And Radha I saw in something and thought, This girl could be terrific in this picture. And she came through for me in spades. And Chloë Sevigny I’d always wanted to work with, and she exceeded my hopes in that part.

I had just seen Chiwe [Chiwetel Ejiofor] in Dirty Pretty Things and everybody loved him, including me, so I was thrilled to get him for this.

I had a good time making the picture but in retrospect would have liked to make a picture just of the serious part. Exactly my feelings after I saw Crimes and Misdemeanors.

The film was a nice little conceit. I think they broke even on it or made a couple of dollars. It wasn’t a blockbuster, I might say [he smiles] in understatement.

EL: Where did the idea for Anything Else [2003] come from?

WA: I’ve always had that idea. I think it came off fairly well. Jason Biggs was in the movie and he was another actor who people thought was playing me—and I was in the movie, playing a different part! I thought it came off and it surprised me that it didn’t do better. I thought it had everything—there was a good story between Jason Biggs and Christina Ricci …

EL: And Stockard Channing.

[Jason Biggs is Jerry Falk, a comedy writer hopelessly ensnared by Amanda (Christina Ricci), his enchanting, smart, emotionally spontaneous, lying, manipulative, and all too often unfaithful girlfriend, whose behavior is directed not by meanness but because she just can’t help herself—her passion turns on and off as easily as a faucet, which makes her all the more appealing to Jerry, or at least drives him to sexual distraction. Naturally, the relationship is in trouble and it is not aided by Amanda’s flighty chanteuse of a mother (Stockard Channing), who (along with her piano) has moved in with Jerry and Amanda, further cramping an already small apartment. Although Jerry gets no help from his useless agent and his uncommunicative analyst—each of whom he is as unable to leave as he is Amanda—he finds a mentor in David Dobel (Woody), an older schoolteacher and comedy writer with a flair for large words and a deeply ingrained paranoia. Dobel shows Jerry the way off the emotional merry-go-round that has stalled his life and career and onto a path of self-reliance and what will certainly be success. (The business arrangement Jerry has with his agent—a sliding scale that slides only in the direction of the agent—is remarkably similar to Woody’s with his first agent.)]

WA: Yes, the cast is wonderful and I thought it was an interesting story and full of good jokes and full of good ideas. Somebody said it summed up everything that I always say in movies—they were saying this positively—and maybe it did and that was a negative for me. I don’t know. I had screenings of it and people seemed to love it. Again, it was one of those pictures that nobody came to.

You know, a lot of it is the luck of the draw with someone like me. I’m review-dependent. You hit a guy who likes the film and writes a good review of it, it might possibly do business. The exact same film, if that reviewer’s sick that day and the other critic on the paper doesn’t like it, then it doesn’t do business. There are many, many people making films who are not review-dependent and it doesn’t matter what anybody says about them, they have an audience. I have only to mention Spider-Man.

With me, it depends who’s writing the review. But I did think Anything Else was a funny movie. I thought it was a good movie. I was crazy about Christina, and Jason was adorable, and Stockard Channing is always a really strong actress.

EL: Dick Cavett told me at least thirty years ago about the night the two of you were at Trader Vic’s in Los Angeles in the 1960s and you said to him over dinner, “You know, I don’t have enough time, no matter how long I live, to write all the ideas I have.” Do you still have a limitless supply?

WA: I have a lot of ideas. I still have the same bag—actually I’ve taken them out of the bag because the bag tore [laughs]—but I’ve got the same stuff. In the cutting room I still have a bag and I throw ideas in and then when it comes time to do something I dump the paper thing on the bed and a billion papers of all kinds fall out and I go through them. It’s very tedious and I put the best, most promising ones aside. Sometimes I’ll see one and I’ll think, Oh, this would make a funny idea, and I do it.

EL: Do you cull the ideas from time to time? Do you throw stuff out as the years go by? Or is it once they’re in there, they’ve made the cut?

WA: I only throw ideas out once I’ve done them.
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