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Issue 14: Book Reviews 

Directors Close (2nd Edition): Interviews with Directors Nominated for Best Film 
by the Directors Guild of America

By Jeremy Kagan

Lanham: The Scarecrow Press, 2006. ISBN: 978-0810857124 (pbk). 360 pp. £20.99 (pbk). 

A Review by Elaine Lennon, Dublin Institute of Technology, Ireland

Why is Jules White so important? Bear with this question, for within the answer lies the pattern of 

much contemporary Hollywood filmmaking. An updated version of the first edition published in 2000, 

this is a compendium of interviews featuring the majority of DGA nominees for Best Feature at an 

annual symposium that takes place at the Directors Guild, moderated by multi-hyphenate 

extraordinaire, Jeremy Kagan. Edited into sometimes exceedingly brief excerpts in order to fit into 

11 sections representing (roughly) the stages of the filmmaking process, this commences as a very 

aggravating system because many of the initial remarks are nothing more than soundbites. Yet, as 

the book progresses, the interviews get longer and more detailed, and the volume more than 

deserves its page length: the incipient madness and frustration of filmmaking virtually wafts from 

between the lines, as do the extraordinary differences in attitudes, origins and habits: to shotlist or 

not to shotlist; to rehearse or not; to fraternise with the cast and crew or go home and prep for 

the next day; the chaos and fractiousness seeps out as the pressures mount.

'Script' is perhaps most fascinating of the early sections for the insights of those writers who have 

turned to directing in order perhaps to better control the final outcome; and yet, as Oliver Stone 

admits, throughout the development and pre-production (and even editing) phases, "themes 

change" (17). Indeed Quentin Tarantino says that bringing Reservoir Dogs (1992) to the Sundance 

workshop taught him that there is a writer's work and then there is the job of writing as a director, 

that is, for an audience. There is no universal precept on the desirability or structuring of subject 

matter; but Peter Weir would seem to be the trickiest director, admitting that he likes to change all 

screenplays to reflect his sensibility; while amongst the Americans it seems that Robert Zemeckis -- 

paradoxically a writer-turned-director himself -- would also seem to be gunning for Sydney Pollack's 

bad rep amongst screenwriters. The Lord of the Rings trilogy (Peter Jackson, 2001; 2002; 2003) 

was written and repeatedly rewritten, on the set, and after editing, when pick up shots were 

deemed necessary to complete the story, because, as Jackson explains, "you just organically 

develop the thing right the way through to the very end" (36). Mike Leigh famously has no 

screenplay to work with, just a premise, workshopped through improvisation (which begs the 

question, how on earth was he nominated for a Best Screenplay Oscar?). On the other hand Roman 

Polanski, a frequent co-writer of his material, regards the script as a manual, "so all you have to do 

is shoot it" (32).

'Casting' is perhaps the most psychologically revealing of the chapters: from what Weir describes as 

a missing persons search, to squirming accounts of face-to-face readings, each director is 

remarkably candid about what their process involves, embarrassed to a tee. Anthony Minghella 

admits such indecisiveness over Kristin Scott Thomas that he gathered a longlist of actresses in one 

room to see whom Ralph Fiennes would choose; Stephen Daldry admits casting a recently bereaved 

boy whom he knew he could then manipulate to heights of emotion via unacknowledged grief. 

The more substantial commentaries lie in the longest section, 'Production', and yield perhaps the 

most fascinating insights. The more aesthetically inclined reader may find the mundanity of film 

directing infuriating, a common complaint amongst the interviewees is the unpredictability of the 

weather. Rain drives Mike Newell insane; it doesn't bother Mel Gibson, who seizes the day, as his 

mentor George Miller taught him on Mad Max (1979); and it caused havoc on the set of The Lord of 

the Rings trilogy when it rained so heavily they didn't even reach their first location in New Zealand 

because the roads were washed out. Steven Soderbergh keeps his script with him and reads it 

constantly in case his creative compass veers off a little from day to day; whereas Minghella never 

looks at it on the set. The sense of impending insanity and doom is pleasingly evident in this 

chapter, which truly reflects the reasons why Hitchcock was happiest with his storyboards, 

something that M. Night Shyamalan is never without, and Alexander Payne would never bother with, 

trusting instead the location's capacity to dictate the scene (when he can reach it, presumably). 

Michael Radford had to deal with a star who was dying on Il Postino (1994); while Scott Hicks' trials 

on Shine (1996) were rendered infinitely trickier by John Gielgud's four-hour daily window in the UK, 

which of course became just two hours when the British unions ensured that everyone's lunch and 

tea breaks were sorted. Eastwood admits to no longer wanting to act in the films he directs. The 

most important lessons, it seems, are to remember to wear comfortable shoes; and, if a scene isn't 

working, do it twice as fast. The alleged glamour of the movie business is swiftly dispelled as Gibson 

admits he lost it to such an extent on Braveheart (1995) that his extras pelted him with turnips 

after he insulted their mothers. 

The chapter on editing is perhaps the most enlightening, as Payne describes how a script whose 

potential seems to go in one direction in the shoot develops in another, more thoughtful one during 

the process; the alchemy of filmmaking is given a practical dimension in the conjoining and cutting of 

pictures yielding a transformation in the material and, at times, in the overworked director himself 

because only Sofia Coppola, Jane Campion and Barbra Streisand were nominated amongst women in 

this 14 year period. Scorsese indeed uses the phrase "magic" to define this process. The ensuing 

differences that virtually all the directors claim to arise from the originating material gives one pause 

for thought about the neurological well-being of all concerned: did they read the screenplays? Were 

they present at the shoot? It seems that cutting for the camera, something that only Eastwood and 

Spielberg seem capable of achieving, is truly a thing of the past. Sam Mendes admits to a totally 

different ending following post-production; Rob Reiner claims to fully altering performances, with 

shots and lines from entirely different scenes combining to create fundamental shifts in story. As 

Taylor Hackford says, "the last rewrite is in the editing room" (242).

Music and sound are extraordinarily impactful. Eastwood claims that "sound in general … [is] at least 



40 per cent of the movie sometimes" (250). Michael Mann concurs, "the mix is probably the fourth 

total writing of the movie" (256). The older directors -- principally Eastwood and Spielberg -- 

vouchsafe the influence of their mentors, the classical Hollywood practitioners, and strangely, are 

the only interviewees, along with Ang Lee, who advert to the importance of the right faces for their 

films and also discuss the importance of TV's influence on the contemporary audience's perception 

of the moving image; only Tarantino and Zemeckis amongst the (relatively) younger set look to their 

forebears; others amongst this generation relate to their immediate predecessors, mostly amongst 

the interviewees themselves. 

Other than Baz Luhrmann's very precise delineation of the construction of the musical and its 

identity, and Rob Marshall's similar account of building up the equivalent of a theatrical company, few 

references are made to the concept of genre or its effect on either screenplay or shooting; and only 

Cameron Crowe alludes to the pressure of changing anything once a star comes on board. 

Sadly discreet on the issue of studio interference (other than the impending release date Andrew 

Davis had to deal with prior to The Fugitive's (1993) screenplay being "done"), incompetent 

producers and interference -- from a European point of view -- by financiers, this is a book that 

benefits from an occasional dipping into rather than a concentrated run-through. Perhaps amongst 

all the additions and appendices of storyboards, script notes and photographs, the best section in 

the entire volume is Elia Kazan's daunting but wonderful essay in defence of the auteur theory, 'On 

What Makes a Director'. The director, he says, is, "the man with the answers" (322). (He wasn't 

Arthur Miller's favourite collaborator for nothing). Yet the overwhelming impression of this volume's 

interviews is the director's reliance on worthy collaborators, the same team cropping up again and 

again, particularly on American crews, where the cinematographers, editors and composers are the 

director's trusted allies who steer them when they are exhausted beyond description.
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