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factories, and the military helps the civilian comnunity in road upkeep. cultural activity, and
militia raining,

Story of the Bail (1] minutes). A playground confrontation between teacher and student which
reveals the working of the Cultural Revolution in microcosm. )

Professor Tsien (12 minmes). A university icacher who had been the Favorite target of the
Red Guard during the Culiural Revolution tells his story,

A Performance at the Peking Opera (30 minuies), The training of opera performers in acrobuatics
and dance and a performance of a pow work,

Training ai the Peking Cireus {14 minutes). Moge training of performers and anther performance,
of acrobatics this time,

Crafismen (13 minutes). The fransmission of traditional ars 1 rom Ihe old generation 1o the
YOUng.

fmpressions of a City (535 minutes). Shanghai.

- |
el History Is the Theme

N2 CHplfEnGE S of All My Films:
FEfL ) 6 eupd e B An Interview with

colren (- Emile de Antonio
5/ #ilg~ A ajt.’ﬂ"#eary Crowdus and Dan Georgakas

Cineastc: How dv yon ger about making a compilation documentary such as
In the Year of the Pig? Da You start from a predecermined political thesis that
yoliswant to iustrate, or do vou do filny research first and work our a narrative
line from the mearerial avaitable? )

Enrite de Antonio: 1 approach all tny work frona consciously left viewpaint,
I1's very hard to articulate what it means to be a Marxist today, but it was a
lide bit clearer in 1967 when | began Pig. The film originally grew owt of
anger, outrage, and passion, but I knew that all of these, estimable as they
are as niotivations, are wreng if unchecked in a filim. because yvou end up with
only a screed. a poster that shouts. “Our of Vietnam!™ U seemed to mie that
the mast passionate stitement tha could be miade was wr nuske a film (ha
would treat the history of Vietnam as far back as the footage would 1ake it,
to cover the whole history of the war, Trom its carliost duys to the 721 Oifensive
i [968, which was the year | completed the flm. Compilation lilminzaking
lends itself best 1o history, which is. frankly. the theime of all my filins.

The tirst thing 1 did was reud about tswo hundred books in French and
English an Vietam. because | figured that was one way I could find the
images. Many who do compilation documentaries today come from an anti-
tntellectuat generation, or have no historica sense, and they’re nwslivated
primarily by fashy images or simple prejudices. when what they shoukd be
looking for arc historical resonances which wre {ilmic.

I athier words, von're really interested in finding itmages for a general
selemer that youw've garren afrer il vewir reading, whereds sonte filmniakers
Jeel that thev can pust ruannage through o fo o archival footage amd find o
Jilar there,
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Yes, that’s right. I think you've ot to do a hell of a lot of homework. |
then proceed to assemble a chaotic draft of the subject, T knew that T was
going ta pursue a historical line, although not necessanly a chronclogical line.
I had a friend who owned a box factory, and he used to pive me corrugated
paper in rolls ninc feet high, and 1I'd tack them up on my office walls, 1'd start
out by writing, “Han dynasty"—cven theugh | knew I'd never put anything
about thc Han dynasty in the flm—because the Chincse experience begins
there. I would obviously write down, “Dien Bicn Phu, 1954, May 8th,” and
ahstract conceprs like “torture,” “inhumanity,™ and other things that interested
me. Sometimes I would also paste a picture into it. so 1 would have visual
tmages as well as words on the walls,

Once this huge outline was done, { started 1o do extensive fim rescarch, |
went to Prague, for instance, where the NLF had a main oflice, and they gave
me tremendous footage. [ went to East Germany and there [ met the Sovicts
who gave me Roman Karmen's restaging of the battle of Dien Bien Phu.
Sometimes it's very sad, by the way. when good research pays off, because
most of the people who saw I the Year of the Fig thought thal really was the
battle of Dien Bien Phu. When [ lecture with the film today, et audiences,
“You should look more carefully, because if you look at those Vietminh
troops, you know they re not actuatly in cormbat, They re all so neatly dressed
and running at port arms, as il some major were in the back giving crders."”
Still, it was beautiful footage, and I think ! uscd it well, because | cut from
that ta the real footage of all those white fuces surrendering to yellow faces,
which is one of the symbols of that war,

I met with the 1Tanot people in Paris, and I was the first Westerner 1o et

an extraordinary {ilm called The Life of Ho Chi Mink, which is their view of

Ho, with early stills of Ho and his family and great materal of Ha joining the
French Cominunist party in 1922, 1 love that kind of matcrial. { also ot access
to the French army’s film library, the greatest collectton of Vielnzm footage
that exists—it goes back to 1902, While there, [ saw Picrre Schoendoerffzr’s
great footage that nubody's cver scen. He was a sergeant in Vietnam, the head
of a camera crevw, and got some of the greatest shots of tanks in battle n the
jungie that I've ever scen. He later made several documentarics, including La

317¢me section and The Anderson Platoon. | had acquired 1 whole bunch of

this stuff when one of the two young French serpcatts assigned to e said,
“Listen, they’re going to pull it out from under you, because now they know
who vou are, and you're not going to get one frame of this stuff,” There's
this beautiful shot in Pre of something you can't get in this country. 1t's Ho
Chi Minh with Admiral d’Argenbicu, the French commissioner of Victnain,
aboard the battlecruiser Richefien. 1t's the end of talking, a really symbolic
scene, because the war's really going o go new, and as Ho teaves the ship,
with the French saluting, he takes a cigarettc vut af his mouth and, in that
casual way of his, itips it over the side. [ had to have that shot. so | said to
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the kid, “Listent, 'm going to steal this. Would you mind going out, because
Ldon’t want you to be imsplicated in alf this.” So 1 just cut that shot out of the
rell of 35mm negative and stuck it in (he pocket of my raincoat. | realized
that since they knew who 1 was now, there was a goail chance that the guys
with the guns at the pate would stop me, and 1 could have rotien five years
for that in France, but | thought it was worth it Making films is risk taking.

The thing that staggered me was that cven thougls the TV nectworks were
going on and on aboit Vietnam, and other peaple were making fitms about
Vietnam, no vne found the footage [ did for Pig. Docated several great seencs
no one ever picked up, including one af the Gim's best scenes from the 19305,
which is of these absolutely arrogant Frenchmen in their colonial hals and
white suits being pulled in rickshaws by Victnamese. They amive in front of
a cafe where there is s tall Morocean with i fez—-the seene cnvapsulates the
whole French colonial empire—and wihen the Viemamese put their hands oul
for payment, the Morocean sends them wway hke frash. To me, that said
everything you could say about colonialisny without cver saying the word. if
anything shows the primacy of the image over the word, what the image can
reveat, it’s the image of those rickshaws. 1t's (he eguivalent of a couple of
chapters of dense wriling about the meaning ol colonialism,

OF course. Pig ks only partly compilation: it includes 3 tremendous amount
of interview naterial. T sought out the major lelt French historians, for instance.
Not Communists, hecause the problem with most French Communists is that
they talk fike 0 Homanité, 1% a dead language. | lilmed people such as Jean
Lacouture, who had written a biography of Ho Chy Minh, and Philiippe Devillers,
the editor of a Frencl intellect joumal about Sautheast Asia whao had sereed
in Victnum. | used them as vaice-overs for that carly Vicitamese lootage of
the rickshaws—not talking about colonialism, because the mage explained
ealonialism bur explaining what was behind colunialism. wlat the Correée

meant, what the French were trying to do. (he while Facesyellow face thing,
and all the rest of it. At the same time 1 was wuaving the life of Ho Cli Minh
inand utof the whole Blm right down to the end where 1 tiim Din Berrigan,
who had just come back from Hanai where he saw Pham Van Dong at the end
of 1967,

The old footage T Tound went back 1o the thirties, so the s covers SUMIe
thirty to thirty-five years of history, from the carly colonial exprerience thraugh
the thirtics into the imperial experience under us, down to the Tet Ollensive,
including World War . the French cooperation with the Japanese, the rise of
lo Chi Minh and the Vietmink, the American intervention in 1949 and 1954,
and so on.

Hene do vene respond o those wha dismiss the Jitm s propaganda?

There is out-and-out propaganda in the film, nhviously, although sometimes
[ don’t know wiun the distinction is between propaganda and passion, and
propaginda and politics, 1 wanted to make Ho Jook as pood as he could be
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made t¢ look, It wasn't very hard. lio was a patriot and a Marxist. There's a
fovely sequence of Ho surrounded by a bunch of children, and Dan Berrigan
says in & voice-over, *The Victnamese know what it is to have a leader who
Jeads a simple life.” I uscd another shot they gave me of where Ho lived.
which was a small space with a tiny typewriter and ane extra Vietnamese suit
hanging there, and you knew it wasn't bulishit.

An interesting thing happened when | spoke with the film on May Day in
1969 at Colurgbia University. It was still wmultwous there, even though it was
after the '68 riots. In the film [ have scenes of Sam 3 missiles shooting down
American planes, and when the first American plane flew over, with its insi gnia
cleariy visible, and it was shot down, the whole audience clapped. | thought,
“Jesus, that's weird, isn’t it? What have | done™ I mcan, | was in the Air
Force, [ flew, and, looking at that scene on the editing table, [ wouldn't have
clapped. They were right, of coursc. except that my reaction was 4 little more
complex.

What is your approach to editing?

I'm very slow. I mean, [ could cut my new film in two. weeks, and it would
be OK, but it wouldr't be my film. | work very hard at editing. I'm never
satisfied. [ always edit with the whole picture in mind. When T finish a sequence,
I run the entire fitm from the beginning to sce how it plays. I'll continuc
working on a scenc until I'm satisficd. Finding a suitable ending to Pig, lor
example, proved a real problem. Originally, the ending [ was going to use
was some footage that the Hanoi people had piven me. | had been playing
with it for wecks. Tt was a very yuicl scene of & road in North Victnam, and
suddenly the brush around the read gets up. it's the Vietminh, and they came
charging out. But [ thought. “Shit, I'm an American, | mean, | hope the
Vietnamese win this war, [ think our position is immoral, and P'm a Marxist,
but I'm sot Vietnamese. That would be a suitable ending for a Viclnamese
fitm. but 'm an Americun.” [decided t show that, even thaugh we're Amer-
icans, the Vietnamese can punish us. so | got alt this footage of dead and
wounded Americans with bandages arcund their eyes, blinded, being evacuated.
Then 1 'took a shot of a Civil War statue—a young man who died at Gicttysbury —
and reversed it, put it into negative. o show, in my mind anyway, that our
cause in Vietnam was not the one that buy had died For in 1863, and then
added a kind of sermchy version of The Batide Hymn of the Republic. For me
that was a suitable cnding, a politically coherent ending.

The temptation of the campilation film, though. is the high. jazzy moment.
that platcay moment thal you want in there cven though maybe it doesn't
belong.

i ather words. you try to aveid the casy things that would playv well for
an andience .

The dream, of course. is to find soinething that’s good, that plays to the
audience and that's absolutely supportive of what you're trying to do. For

An Interview with Emile de Antonio 169

example, | had completed Pig, the mix date was a day and a half away, when
[ received a phone call from a young wornan at the Sherman Grinberg Film
Library. She said, “Mr. de Antonio, 1've noticed yuu here looking for film,
1 know and support what you're doing, and we’ve just had come into the shap
this extraordinary picce of film featuring Colonel Patton.” It's that scquence,
of course, in which Paiton gives a little speech after some American troops
have been kiiled, and, at the end, he gives that maniacal smile and talks about
his men being “a bloody yood bunch of killers.™ Well, no matter what, that

Just had to go i, and T made room for that at once. Sure, it was one ol those

platcau moments, the kind of thing you dream about, but i was so guintessentially
the position of so much of our brass. that butch, phony-Hemingway sentimentality
of the tough guy who's practically in tears about the men in his awn company
whao were killed, but for whom. on the other band, killing gooks didn’t make
any dilterence.

Thase platcaus are the femptations. Nixon gives you wlot of those. Making
a film such as Milihouse or Point of Order. where you have so nuch good
material, it takes a lot of discipline 10 throw some sl out that's absoiutely
brilliant, that you know people will lough and clip about, but that has no
nieaning,.

Speaking abonr Pomt of Ocder, veur rook o big drtistic chance nrking
what af theat dme was e form thar hadn't been seen before.

You're right, but it was the only way it could have been done. There were
many mistakes in Point of Order—it was the first filn 1 ever did, and 1t was
done over and over. It took atmost three years: that's a long time to do a
compilation il It was all there, though, there was no rescarch at all. T had
FRE hours of material. It ook a month to ook at it all, and the ficst cuf | made
reduced 1t to 20 hours. The trick with that film was struclural,

[ wus fascinated with the idea of making a ilm about u historical event
with a theme it would never be mentioned. The theme s the fall ol a
demagogue - the grealest demagogue of our time-—and the idea was to begin
somewhere near the beginning and not tell what the issues are. but 10 let them
evolve, 1o et the struggle evolve hetween the issoes as well as anong the
different personalities, and conclude with the ending-—-un artilicial ending
which | imposed -l the empty. sifent committee oo,

1 had neidea how s aisrdicnee would respond it amd when the fibm was
completed and the Museum of Modern At asked ta sereen it it was my vergin
expericnee with an audience, | had a seat in the hack row. but | Wils very
ldgety so | finadly stood up in the back of the awditorium. Then, the first time
I hoped someone would laugh or respond. the whole house did. amd it was
Just ankazing. I think it was ane of the high points of my lile, and then, when
peaple clupped at the end, it surcly was. it later apened at the Beekman and
ran for a tonp time. It was during the winter, and cold as hell, but 1 used to
drive by night just o see people standing in line o see a movie that was
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hard to lack at. I mean, it's a dry, intellectual film—no sex—and yet 1 still
find it exciting. A lol of peopie have imitated # since, but, as it turns aut, 1
was unknowingly imitating somebody long since dead whose work | had then
ncver sccn—Esther Schub.

You've satd that you were disappointed with the criticel reaction t Point
of Order and the way that audiences tend to see Weich as the hero of the fibm .

[ saw how cifective Welch was, but | thought that people, particularly the
critics, would sce through it. My point was that there were no herocs in the
film, but the press and many people tricd to make a hero aut of Welch. For
instance, & lot of people T know who are pay are disturbed by that sequence
in Point of Order with the word “fairy.™ The puint | was making, ol course,
was that Welch was perhaps not as unscrupulous as McCarthy, but nevertheless
unscruputous. Welch was badgering this McCarthy aide. just the way McCarthy
badgercd people, saving, “Now, where did that picture come from that hung
an Schine's wall?” And the guy said, “'I don't know where that prcture came
from,” and Weich said, “ Well, sir, did you think it came from a pixie?” And
McCarthy—then at the end of his carcer, with that absolutely unerring instinet
to destray himsell—interrupts and says, “Let Mr. Welch define pixie for us.
I think he might be an expert on that.™ [ was as if Welch had baited 4 trap.
Nobady could have done it better. Welch, who was so guick, looked at him
and said, “Sir, a pixie is a close relative of a fairy. Have I enlightencd you,
sir?” And the camera turns on Schine and Cohn and McCarthy. and the whole
audience burst into Taughter. There was that rather meaningless rumor tha
iwa or threc of McCarthy's people were gay, and Welch knew it. But when
the filen was released, a lot of people asked, *What did you bring up that {ag
thing for?" My leeling was that it belonged, not because of the allepations
against them, but because that was Welch's tcchnique.

What bothered me most about the critics was the political judgment tha
made them dwell on how funny the film was, Ail those critics, hawever,
almost without exception, were silant during the McCarthy days, so whas they
were doing was enjoying a kind of vicarious solidarity with history. Those
people had all been intimidated by that monster and demagogue Juseph R
McCarthy, the junior senatar from Wisconsin. and some ten years after the
cvents they all had a chance to dump on MeCarthy. Critics such as Brendan
Gill at the Mew Yorker, Bosley Crowther at the New York Times, and Archer
Winsten and Jinumy Wechsler at the New York Post all wrote things that made
me puke. particularly Wechsler who calfed the film 2 love letter to Miss
Liberty,"

Heow did your film Charge and Countercharge come abotn?

In attempting to reach a larger avdicnce with Poins of Order, 2 major
publishing company came 10 me and said. ' We tove your tilm. but it could
never be used in a classroom.™ [ asked. “Why not?” They said, " A classroom
hour is like a Freudian hour, it's ahout fifly minutes. Your il is ninety-seven
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minutes. That’s two entire classes, and it almost mikes the teacher an unnecessary
appendage. We'd like something about forty-lhree minutes. That will allow
the teacher time 10 tatk.” S0, in putting wgether Charge and Countercharge,
the subticty had to po. because subticty depends on time: but all the preat
moments are kept,

Your “neyative’ fitms which attack the extedlishment, suek as In the Year
of the Pig vr Millhouse, rend o be hetter, more accomplished works than
whet might be categerized as your “positive” films abour the feft, sich as
Underground or America s Hard to Sce. How do Yeie decount for the Surprising
lack of critical edee in those luter Films? s it « fear of erificizing or undermining
the lefi?

[ don’t share that perception entirely, 1 think America s Hard 1o Ser is a
film which was not understood. Basically, 1he subject of that film is the failure
of the liberal keft. Libeealism came down the pike with its maost articulate
spokesman, Eugenc McCarthy, a genuinely intellcetual man, and there was a
brief moment when something of a normal democratic process might have
worked here if McCarthy lad had a litile bit more courage. il be had played
hard in the convention and attacked Hlumphrey instead of ralling over like
sume obscure monk who dida’t wani to pet into a brawl,

s Tor Undergronnd | s weaknesses are wany, and among them-—speaking
only for mysell now, since more than one person was involved in that lm—
wits ageneration gap. Uve never shared all the Weather Linderground's pulitics,
although T supported large asswmptions they nade. They were the last sp
of a movement | had been following, from the early lays of SDS on, of an
chtire generation younger than me. 16s a filn awout cidings, not about where
tife is poing, it's the end of tha sencration’s most important political orgartization.

Der vou think that's the way dudiences perceived ther film?

No, miybe not. 1Cs not duwnheat. because | did admire thase people
personally. It's a very confused film, and, since the truth has to come oul on
this sometime. collectives of two are impossible. This was basically a collective
between Mary [Lampson] and riysell. Mary had always warked for me, had
been my cnployee, and then sueddenly we were equals. It was g very hard
thing, and we struggled over it. T think Mary was much more deeply moved
by them than [ waes. I had give way a pood many places in that film where
Pwould not have given way previously. 1 was working very hard o be collective
and scif-effacing, which is something ' not by temperament. ! was trying
very hard to be a superfeminist. | mean, 1 don't have o hard time heing
protenumist, but being a superfeminist is very hard because it's a false position,
The Weather peopie had that same prablem, and it shows in the film,

In fact, T thought the Weather peaple wereincredibly arropant. 1 can’t
remetber if we kel this in the film or not. but at one pomt | said, “Look, if
you don’t want to talk ahout whe you are, why don’t we just get a lucking
copy ol Prafrie Fire and you can read it? And they suicl, “OK, that would
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be good, that might be better.” I said, “*No, that wouldn’t be better. It's not
well written, it's a boring magazine in many places.”

| wanted them—and they had originally agreed to do this—to tell how they
got to where they were. In other words, how did cssentially middle-class
people—and some of them came from the upper class—hecome revolutionaries
carrying on an underground war against the government. That was the story
I always thought we were going to do, and it was only when we ot underground
that they pulled their vwn gig. We argued, and | wanted to put that argument
into the film. Mary and I bad a lot ol problems about that, and 1 think the
reason Mary didn't want it in the film is because 'm the one who did the
arguing and it would have made it much more my lim. Mary didn’t arguc
with them. Haskell did somcwhat, and T argued a lat.

My feeling was that nobody gives a shit about all this abstract political
terminalogy. American political pcople, especially SDS eypes, have almost
no theoretical formulation (o fall back on. Every time | heard them talk about
Lenin or Mao, my heart skipped a beat, because it was never anything dilterent
from what they wrote in Prairie Fire, whereas | thougnt the human stuff would
have been lascinating.

Afilerwards, I realized we didn’t have enough to make a filin, because much
of what we shot didn’t work, they didn’t want to say very much, and the
jargon didn’t appeal to me. Sco I thought, “Well, I'll make an anthology of
the left. Utk w people [ know and get excerpts from their films to pot in."
So there’s a great sequence of Malcolin X, there's something from Saul Landau’s
Fide!, something from Chris Marker's film about the Pentagon. and so on.
Those are the rools that the Weather people came fron. They're the roots, Tor
that matter, of anybody wha was in SIS or for most young people in the
American left, and I wanled to confer on them o kind of historical authenticily
by tying them up to alf that. | mean, T found Malcohm X morc interesting thae
they were,

Now, I don’t wanL il to seem ax il I'm running down the Weather people.
It was my idea to make the film. T was the one who approached them: 1 was
the one who got Mary and Haskell into it. [ did it because 1 found what they
were doing exciting. That does not necessarily mean that [ shared their politics.
but there was something in their desperation that [ felt myself. Ford was in
office. it was all going te be the same thing over and over again, the whole
left scemed shattered, all those great demonstrations. alt theose Torces that
scemed to be alive were dying, and these people were the lust spark that was
left of alb that. There was somcthing that appealed w me. almost in an avant-
garde sense, about what they were doing. 1 mean, to put a bomb in the lavatory
of the Capitol. o put a bomb in a pelice station. in Gulf Qil, in Rockefeller
Center, and to get away with it every time. There was a Robin Hood guality
ubout thai.
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Soueonc af the time said that the Weather Underground's strategy was to
destroy capitalism, bathroom by bathroem. {0's ironie, but perkaps the most
signtficant aspect abont Underground was hew the Hollywood filmmaking
comnnnily came lo your defense when the FBI subpoenaed vou to turn over
veur filne andd tapes.

We were supparted hecasse our stand was 80 aggressive and so rational.
We kept saying, “Our crimg is that we made a film, not that we belong to any
organization.” Even Peter Bopdanovich, wha is a [airly apolitieal person,
siged the petiion in support of us, and Rebert Wise, then the head of the
Directors Guild of America, spoke out officially in our favor.

Yo' ve hed a fong Mistory of havassmens by the FOBE, the CIA, and the
government in generdl. You're perhtaps the andy filmmaker who was on Nixen's
Cnemies List. Hax anv of that ever seriousty hindered yorr work?

Sure. I've had a ot of Tueking over. Many times 1 would set up an interview
to he filmed and then, yt the last minuie, it would be short-circuited. 1 think
the government also pocs out of is way, directly and indircctiy—and the
indircet way is the more polenl way. —to prevent certain filins {rom getting the
kind of exposure they might get. Ju e Year of the Pig, for instamee, was
booked o open in a goad house in Los Anpeles, and somcone broke into the
theater in the middle of the night and painted on the sereen a hammer and
sickle and the words “Communist traitor.” News of this spread to other theaters,
andl thut was the end of the liln theatrically.

Something strange also happened with Milthonse. The film grossed $36.006
in its first week at the New Yorker, which was & house record. It was in the
Variety charts, so all the other theaters wanted it. Louts Sher of the Art Theater
Guild, who owns seventy Iheaters oot West in cities such as Denver and
Albuquergue., hooked Milithouse in his theaters. Then, just like that, they were
Al canceled. But who knows the real reason why? 1 pot o letter leom o theater

manager in Denver who said, My company canceled your lm, which 1 was
looking lorward teo, here at the Bluehivd Theater in Denver, and to this day 1
don ™t know why it was canceled ™ T know the Kind of muscle the White House
cxerted, because | have copics of al these memorandivan White Howse Tetterhead
about the fibn. 1 don't maean vr complain abaut it, because i you aitack the
reigning president of the U5, you attack the government, you can’t expect
them 1o treat you with a light hand. It comes with the territory. Miffhonse did
shonw theatrically in twenty cities, but it could have been shown in seventy
uther citics where documentaries odinarily don't play.

When Milikoise opencd in Washington. 12.C., Larry (3 Brien™s assistant
at the Nationad Democratic Comitnittee called me at iny hotel and invited me
to cone by for adrink. He asked me, “Mr. de Antonio, bow can we use your
ilm?” 1 told him, “You can’t. You'd be (amed with my reputation. But 'l
telb you how you could use it. Buy a hundred prints. let me pive a week-Tong
coursc un Nixon to aboul three hundred young people. Then let then take the



174 An Interview with Emi'e de Antonio

prints to all the territories you're sure to lose—the South, the Midwest—and
have people look at that life.” He said, “Gee, that's a pood idea, but you're
right, there’s no way we could do that. "

Millhouse did have a wide distribution for a documentary. OfF course, au-
diences were laughing at Nixon, which | wasn't doing. Basically, I use him
s a comic figure, but | wasn't laughing at him. There's a difference. ['m not
unsympathelic (o that poor, wretched, clumsy, mixed-up man. [ wouldn't want
him for a friend, but I understand the drive that must have made him from the
first moment of his life. What T wanted people to understand in that filim js
that the souring of the Horatio Alger myth is almost a necessity in our kind
of cultiere. Nixon, the glib opportunist wheo trampled over Helen Gahagan
Douglas and Alger Hiss and cveryone clse, that is the way you became
Horatio Algerish mythic hero—you know, pluck and luck terned out 1o be
something quite different. jle paid the price right along the line, although
more of us paid the price in a bigger way than he did.

How do you account for your fascination with Mstory and podities?

I came from a long line of intellectuals, there's no other word for it. My
grandfather was a philosophy professor who transiated Lucretins, and my
father was also an intellectual . [ was rajsed in a home with five thousund books
in it. The stories I heard as a litile boy were Homer, Dickens, or my [aher’s
versions of European history. I knew the French Revolution Fairly well, as
well as the Italian movement to create a unified {taly.

Wus your father u teacher?

No. he was a sort of upper-class gentleman. a doctor who owned a hospital
and who had moncy and tinse.

How were yoir pofitical Iy radicalized?

I was very carly confronted with the reality of class. We lived in o big
house in Scranton, Pennsylvania. with a chaufleur, cook, and maid. When |
was five or six years uld, T can rememiber, cvery Thanksgiving we collected
maney for the poor children in Scranan who lived only a mile or s from us.
Lused to ask why that was. | entered Harvard when | was sixteen and immediately
jained the Young Communist League. the John Reed Socicty, and the American
Student Union. [ knew that's where | wanted (o be. I've never deviated from
those ideas, ulthough 1 Feft all formal groups long ago,

When did yeu become interesied in Sfidere?

! disliked most films., 1 had Yery strange, perverse tastes, | thought Louis
Jouvet, the thirtics French actor. was absolutely fantastic, I loved Renoir's
films, and Chuplin end Keaton. | dudn't care for Juhn Ford's films at all. |
mean, [ saw that the images were beautiful, but | quickly pot tired of Monument
Valley and those tacky songs.

The one movie that turned me on—becuuse | knew all the peaple in it and
the guy who wrote it—was Puli My Daisy. It's a movic that docsn't hold up
today, by the way, but it was so much of that time, and it made me want to
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make 1 movie, that's another reason why it's important 1o me. 1 saw that an
interesting film could he made for very little money,

We understand thar Andy Wariiel made a Jii ehont yoie, What was thay
fike?

Andy and T have been fricnds for o long time, since long helore he was a
patater. One day he said ta me, ' De, | think we should make a film together,™
tsaid, "Come on, Andv, we're friends. bhut | like (0 make political films and
you make these frou-frou fifnis.” Then one pight T saw him at g bar, when |
was drunk. aod | suid, “0OK. Andy. let’s do it!™ He said, “What shall we
Glm?™ and I said, 1" deink g quart of whiskey in tweaty minutes.” 1 knew
that twenty-two-year-old Marines had died doing it but 1 knew what 1 was
doing. I'm a very good drinker.

[ showed up at his studico with my wife and « drinking compaaion. They
turned the lights on, and { sat there cross-lepged against a wall and drank a
quart of 1B whiskey in twenty ninutes, 18 was boring, nothing happened. |
didn’t want the glass, so 1 broke . | had soine wee and 1 threw that away.
Andy was iilming with a twelve-hunered-Toot lomny magazine which runs for
thirty-live minutes, When it came e 1o chunge the magazine. he was so
untrained i the use of the camera that it ook him about fiftcen minutes to
change it So by the time the second roll went on. [ was on the floor. I'nean,
eouldn’t even get up. My haid goes up the wall, trying to pull mysclf up,
Um singing Spanish civil war songs and shouting, “Fuck vou!™ It was un-
speakably degrading. 1 finally walked out with the ficlp ol my wife and friend
and went home amd slept it off. The next day [ was sharp cnough 1o call Ly
lawyer and have him call Andy andt tell him, “De never signed a release, so
i the fitm is ever shown, we'll sue.™ It appears in Andy’s published filmoyg-
raphy—- s called Prink- but i6s never been shown.

fow does Painters Painting fir i with yener pofiviced filins?

Vihink Peimers Paiming is a political Klm. too. except i's political in
another, more complex sense. In my lifetime, the most significant cultural
event, which took place in an absolutely closed circle. was called New fork
paitmg. [t addresses itself to a fow thousand people. | mean, maybe a fow
million people go o nuseums, bot only two or three thousand peopic—the
painters, the colleetors, the owners, and the dealers— actually comprise the
seene. That was o scene [ knew intimately. Mobody was as well qualificd by
expericnee as 1 was with thase people. They would sav things o me tha
nobody elwe could even ask them. | knew the imawers ta the yuestions in
advance. | was fascinated by these people. They were amazingly articulate, |
loved their work, they were my friends, so 1 made a film about them.

Their work was the highest commodity we produced. 1t became something
that cvery sophisticated millionaire had 10 have. | mean, any asshole could
buy a Rotls Rayce or n $2 million house. hut it 1ook exquisite taste to have o
painting by Frimk Stelta or Robert Ruuschenberg, Painters Painang is o filin
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largely enthusiastic about American art, and I'm aware of all the political
contradictions. The history of the West is replete with similar cxumptes. The
great art of the nincteenth century was the art of imperial France when they
had African colonics, But lor a moment afler World War 11, al] this stuif
exploded and New York became the art capital of the world. One of the reasons
it happened, of course. is that many European artists Aed Hitler, and many of
them—particufarly Mans Hofinann, Marcel Duchamp. and Max Frpsi—cume
here to New York where their work was immediately shown by Peggy Crug-
genheim. Jackson Pollock was painting like an American romantic reaiist
when, suddenly, be became acquainted with the unconscious through these
people and. boom, developed 2 genuinely native American art nonctheless.
Nothing has happencd since then like that explosion between 1945 and 1970,

Werdd you teli us v bit abont yaur new fiim? We anderstand thei for the
Sirst time you will be utifizing uctors and fictionanl sequences.

The hcart of the flm is the trial af the Plowshares Bight. Originally | went
down to Pennsylvania, hired a very gool Liwyer, and petitioned the couart to
film the trial. [ was denied the right to film, even alter an appeal to the Supreme
Court of Pennsylvania. At first Uiried to Blm all around the trial— meetings
between the defendants and their Fawyers, demonsirations, prayer vigils—but
knew | didn’t have a film, so | said, “Fuck "em, I'll write my own screenplay.”
{ got all the trizl transeripts and from thirteen hundred pages of transeript
made a seventy-page screenplay,

Did you elaborate ot the trial ranscripts?

Well. I changed things_ This is not u documentary. For example, al] througtwout
the trial the defendants kept asking to prexduce expert witnesses, and Lhe Juudge
said, "The only thing that's pertinent here is your crime. not nuclear war. ™
The defendants were going to call witnesses fike Robert Aldridge. whao'd
designed five generations of auclear wirheads Tor Lockheed then ong tay
realized that what he was doing was wrong, and he became a leader in the
antinuckear movement. Damel Ellsherg, Dave Dellinger, and others were guing
to be called. The judge refused 1w altow any of them to estify, but since 1'm
making my own trial. I've put the witnesses in.

Sa you're filiming the triad they were not witenwed 1o have,

Yes, ['ve reconstructed the whole triul, with the Berrigans and the ather
defendants playing themselves. and everyone else is an actor, including Martin
Sheen, who plays the judge. | had met Martin in the days of the Undergrownd
fracas, and he dmpressed e as being ot andy o very fine actar, but also a
fantastic human being. a person of commitment. 1 asked him if be'd he in the
fiim, and he said, “Absolutely. I'll give you a week's shooting time for free.™
Then he asked. “Don’t you need some money ™ | said, Yes.” and he
gave i,

I videataped cvery uctor who tricd out, and ended up with as many as forty
actors trying out for one role. So | had very pood actors working for scale.
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The film has a rcal interaction between real people and actors. The tension
began to build during the shooting, you could see it in the defendants. | mean,
there was Martin Sheen. acting the way the judpe was supposed fo act, and
George Crowley plays the prosceuting attorney who knows that this is his I.nsl
chance, that il Tie's ever going to be anything olher than an assisiant prosecuung
attorney in this small. right-wing twwo, he ey trwin, Sa all those other forces
and N“"Ugghn are in there, The actors were wonderful, and the Pluwshares
Eight really got angry. In fact, Dan Berrigan pave the greatst performance
I've ever scen in a courtroom. He did it better than Welch, better even than
he did it i the real couctraam. Pan Berripgan 1s a brilliant puy, o fesuat priest
who also happens to be a great actor, arong other things, One of the things
I Tearned on this filne s that the Catholie left s a very real lelt, T was raised
in an anticlerical houschold and was never very sympathetic (o the Catholic
church, but they are really a committed left, their bodies are out there,

I'll be integrating documentary material with the fictional sequences, 've
alrcady (lmed two members of the jury, and in two weeks 'l be Glming the
real _iul]gc. Judge Salus, and the district attorney. They re going to talk about
the trial.

D0 vou knovw hew all af 1his is going e ont togeiher?

Nof)c. I"ve never dong this before, But 1sn’t that part of the fun of art? You
take those chances. and you can come aut loaking like a tool or you can come
out feeling that you've done something good. Both passibilitics are ther

We undersiand that you used tape instead of filin.

Yes, we shot on videotape. | knew that | didn™t want to have a tape person
shoot 1t for me, though, soinstead [ehbose Tudy Teala, o woman whose work
1 Liked and whe had never, ever done anything on videotape. It was the most
intellipent thing I did in making the filin, We shot on one inch, which is
pru{'c;riinnu] gauge, and the techniciuns in the video ek said, *Wow, we've
never seen stull like this.” hecause Judy shot it like o fim.

Wiy awas i shor on rape?

Because | started ot shootmg the decumentaey stutl o tape. When you
shoot three-quarter inch for documentary. iCs incredibly cheap. Later we'll
tike it up to one inch, and it'U Took not guite as good as [m, but | don't _w:mt
it 0. The real part will fook slightly lacky and the triad part w‘ill Ilnnk Liphly
professional, but that difference between the documentary and [ctional scenes
is quile intentianal,

Where do vou find money o fimance vour filims?

Rich liberals. 1 don’t use foundutions. 1 ask people 1 knaw who live money
and wha have been supportive of left projects in the past. [0 was always easy,
I never e any teouble raising money, But Uve noticed an enormious diflerence

[+

in my fundraising ability raday as oppased to-eight or nine years ago. You
hecome unclean afier a while. and the tmes bave changed. A fricnd of mine
told me ahoul a fundraising party last mght where they sereened Diego de L
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Texera's new film on El Salvador. A lot of theater and film people were there,
and ten years ago . during the Yietnam war, the checkbaoks would have Nashed
out at the end of (hat {itm, bt lasq night nubudy gave, they were all alraid.
Some people said, “Here's a bundred dollars in cash,” but nobody would put
their name on anything. They were aimaid that semething might happen to
their careers. That's reflected y rsing money right now o complete my new
iitm. I mcan, | never thought that 1'd have trouble raising money lor Catholic
activists, but I'm having & harder time with that than anything I've cver done.

Wihen vou receive money, iv it an autright gift?

No, rarely. Fve a moderately good record of making my own high-hande
rules, which is that | pay people hack but they get no profit, because | fipure
they have more money than they need anyway. Bul they re entitled to be paid
back, and they get a tax benefit,

Some of vour readers may be interested in a ploy that I think more left-
wing filmmakers—particularly compilation flmmakers. and particularly of
you're as thorough as | am—should use, When [ was done with fir tie Year
of the Pig. for example. [ had the most complete film library on Vietnam in
cxistence in this country. tens of thousands of feet that | coutdn't use. The
law says thal the aniv can’t take a 4ax write-off on such material, so what |
would do was to find the person | was going to ask to put maney into my next
flm—Mitlhowse, suy-—and explein, “Look, this foutage is worth $100.001),
IF you put X amount of money into Mitthose . a3 Ul zuaraitee o repay you,
{b) you can claim a loss this year because the Bilsy is being made and you
obviously can’t make a profit on it, and (c) twoe vears hence, as an inducement
for getting you b invest in the fifm, T will sel vou these Victnam outtakes for
the mency that you're putting inre the film, and you can dunate them 1o the
University of Wisconsin and claim a tax write-off on their declared value,™
The film then hecamnes part of the unrversity™s archive  and $'m lucky. af
course, becanse there's an archive about me ar he University of Wisconsin-—
and they make i avalable for study by schalars, lilm histarians, and the like,
If you're in a high tax bracket, vou make a Fairly goad profit just getting your
maney buck, pius that later tux write-ofl, 1s o very good inducement i
shoutd be used by young lilmmukers who know ricl peaple,

How dv vou perceice your audience? Wha are Y merking filmns for, and
what seri of pobitfcal impaet can vour flms heave?

A great American, Walt Whitman, sabd tha 1o have SrEat poetry, you pust
have great audicnces. Since o interested in history, I'm obviousty interested
in what happeas 1 my films over the fong haul. Anvone who makes lilms
wimnts them to be seen. and | would do anything cxeept change my films to
reach a lurper audicnce. Butin America and most Western capitalist countres,
film—from its carhest. nickelodeon duys up 1o the most sophisticated mind
eontrol today throwgh television -has been seen as an opate, as entertainment,
As the old Holtywood saw bas it “If you have o messige, use Western

L TR
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Union.” Well, all my films have messages. but I don’t want to send them by
Western Union,

[ have never looked upon documentury as an apprenticeship for the making
of Hollywoaod filins. That's bulishit. 1've wlways chosen 10 make docaimentaries.
I ove documentary filn. ove the political tradition of documentary film,
and | ove the subjects thae docimentary Blog cue ireat. 1 never suw making
doviunentancs s [I'r[cp;lring nwe to deoa CGledgred likm o even a fake serous film
like Coming Home,

My bet's with history, Umoan American wha believes in lustory, That's a
very rane thing, because most Americaes Llive by sceonds, they iy 1o live
outside ol history. But [ live in history, and | think that peaple will be tooking
al Pig and Pofiraf Qrder Tong after Tosdead Ddon™t thmk it will be mvillions,
but there will be awdicnees who will koow that Pig 15 a history of the war in
Vietnam as good as any book on the subject. Those images that you have to
struggle 1o find and to muke offective will endure, because history cndures.
That's an optimistic view of the tunum race, and | realize its almost kimd of
silly to be optimistic abeut the human rece today at the rate we're going,

But. 1o answer your question more direcdy, | get the audience 1 know Fin
going to get. 1 sefter from simall sudicnces, | know that. 105 foo bad (hat those
gorgeaus color spectaculars are the things thal reach masses of peopic. and
that films [ike mine are cusiomacily scen by collepe graduates, intelicctuals.
East Side audiences. or pablic television audiences. What kind ol autfience.
theoretically, would [ have wanted Tor f the Year of the Pig? | would have
liked pnlicc- and working cluss, blue-collar guys wha were for the war (o have
seen it bwould have liked e o have seen that the Vietnamese were fighting
tor therr country, even theugh they might ave hated the film.

Deaes it always have ro e oa gquestion of reaching massive mombers of
jreepe” I ;n-.\-_-.':'."Jh- ter B politicatly effecave reacthing o smadler avdienee?

[ectore an universiies ol and Tean 611 yonebow many fimes Uve Been
absolutely Poufeversd iy having some young wontis come up fo e and say,

“You know, [ was radicahzed by sceing your film i the Year of the Pig. ]
was going to the University of Kunsas when | sas i and it niwde me see the
war i sldferent way and L joined SDS.T Or g young person wall come up
o me and suy. < just saw Poind of Grder, snd [ think 1 undersiand something
about McCarthy now.” That has happencd nany times.

Your fifms ave alser vory popadar oversces.

They do well in countries such as Sweden, England, West Germany, and
I-'r:mcc'—-ilm trench in particular Tike o mad president, onre ol demagogue,
and onar ynsaceessiul war, which was just as unsieeessiut as B v, becise
they think ' anti-Amerean, which 'm nec | ike this comnry, and i ]
-.!id;fl. I'd go samewhere else. 'm an Ameriean. This 4. my spoace, and that's
why Twant (o change it



