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On the evening of March 5, John 
Cassavetes spoke with the students of 
Columbia College. Mr. Cassavetes was 
in Chicago for the opening of his new 
movie, A WOMAN UNDER THE 
INFLUENCE. Previously, Frank Capra 
and King Vidor visited Columbia College, 
but a record of their remarks was not 
published. This discussion with Mr. 
Cassavetes was moderated by Anthony 
Loeb, chairman, film department. A 
filmography follows the text which has 
been edited for clarity and length. 

ENTERED JUL 1 3 1995 



ANTHONY LOEB: Mr. Cassavetes, 
Columttia College is a school of the arts 
and there are people in this room from 
many disciplines-television, photogra­
phy, dance, as well as film. This turn­
out is really a tribute to the vitality of 
your work. 

To our audience, in introducing Mr. 
Cassavetes, I would like to say that this 
man is important to me because he 
works against the grain of Hollywood, 
not only independent of the studio 
structure, but also with an individual 
rhythm, a unique editing style. He 
works as Bergman works, with his own 
repertory company ... his wife, his chil­
dren, his mother-in-law. His is a highly 
fruitful nepotism. Let's welcome Mr. 
John Cassavetes. 

JOHN CASSAVETES: Thank you. I 
•wish I were taller so I could see every­
one. I started a long time ago. I was an 
actor first, for about five minutes, and 
then I was an assistant stage manager. 
One time I was in the back of a theater 
fooling around and Sam Shaw, who 
produced A WOMAN UNDER THE IN­
FLUENCE, came up to me and asked, 
"What are you doing now?" _I told him 
and he said, "Well, I'll produce a feature 
picture if you write it." It was just like 
that. So I said, "What could I write 
about? " I've never written anything." 
And he said, "I know a great writer 
living in Duxbury, Massachusetts. His 
name is Edward McSorley. If you drive 
up there and see him, he'll write it with 
you. But you've got to put an outline 
of all your ideas on paper, and write 
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about what you know." So I ·started 
writing and came back to Sam and he 
said, "Wonderfull Go up and see McSor­
ley ." I said, "I can't. I don't know 
where he is." He said, "I'll give you his 
address. I already called him and told 
him you. were coming." I was making 
$85 a week working in a Broadway show 
as assistant stage manager and I borrowed 
a friend's car. It was a rumble-seat car 
and I drove up in the snow and rain with­
out enough gas to get there. I had to 
borrow money from a cop. Finally I 
got to this rose-covered cottage in the 
middle of winter and I thought that was 
a good sign, that the roses were bloom­
ing in winter. I knocked on the door and 
a guy answered the door. He was a crag­
gy-faced, 55-year-old short prune who 
looked like a writer is supposed to look. 
Somebody who~s lived a lot, you know. 
"Hello," he said. "What do you want?'· 
I said, "I'm John Cassavetes. Sam Shaw 
told ... you're expecting me aren't you? 
I have thi~ manuscript here."· He said, 
"I haven't see Sam in ten years." Any­
way, he invited me in and fed me. His 
wife was Italian and she fed me bean 
soup and onions and it was freezing cold 
and it was terrific. We became good 
friends, and those are the events sur­
rounding my meeting with Sam Shaw. 
Our relationship has continued for the 
past, I don't know, twenty years. Sam 
introduced me to a lot of things I wasn't 
aware of-art, music, sculpture, painting. 
And when you see the fi I ms that I make 
I know you wonder, "What has this man 
learned?" 

QUESTION: How do you feel when 



you look back at your films? How do 
they seem to you? 

CASSAVETES: Well, a film recalls the 
memory of doing, working with people 
you like, people with whom you can 
come into contact on a real level. The 
kind of people I work with ... we can 
fight or scream and yell at each other 
and still be friends. We can really hate 
each other with all our hearts and the 
next day be together because we're work­
ing toward a common end. If the film 
isn't any good, wel I. .. I just care that 
we've done the best we can, you know. 

QUESTION: Regarding A WOMAN 
UNDER THE INFLUENCE, now that it 
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is playing to audiences, do you see any 
weaknesses that you didn't perceive be­
fore? 

CASSA VET ES: No. I feel that what­
ever film you make, it's part of your life 
at a time in your life. -- To go back and 
look at it and second-guess it doesn't 
mean anything, because we did spend 
two and a half years working on it, you 
know. Obviously, it was the best we -
could do. There is a certain desire to 
making a film, when you really put it in 
and put it up and you know no limit 
and you're really willing to die for the 
film you're making. Now that sounds · 
crazy. 1-f you die for your country, it's 
not so good, but in film if it's the last 



t~ing you ever do, you want your picture 
to be done. With that attitude, making 
it that way, a man moves through life 
really using himself, really making some­
thing of his life. 

There's a guy named Tim Carey. I don't 
know·whether you've heard of him. He's 
an actor who was in PATHS OF GLORY. 
He played one of the guys who was 
executed. He's been in a lot of pictures. 
Maybe he has an average gross income of 
say, $3,000 a year over the last twenty­
five years. He's been making a picture 
called THE LITTLE OLD LADIES OF 
PASADENA. He knocks on doors and 
he says to these old women, "I'm mak-
ing a film called THE LITTLE OLD 
LADIES OF PASADENA and you're 
going to come out and get on roller 
skates with me." And he finds a factory 
and he goes over to this factory owner 
and he says, "You're in terrible trouble. 
I'm the Mafia." And he gets all the rol-
ler skates he needs. He has been work­
ing on this film about eight years now. 
There's a trade paper out in California 
called VARIETY. And Tim makes an 
announcement every week for seven 
years that he's just started production. 
He has no money but he won't give up. 
He's had a crew of 700 people over these 
eight years. He call~ up colleges for help. 
He convinces people. This man lives for 
his work. He's what it is all a.bout. 

QUESTION: When is he going to know 
when to stop? When is he going to 
know when he has enough footage? 

CASSAVETES: He probably doesn't 
want to stop, because when he stops 
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then. he really is going to stop, you know. 
When he stops he'll face the bills that he 
has to pay. When he stops he'll have to 
become a father again of seven children. 
When he stops he'll have to pay atten­
tion to his wife. When he stops he'll 
have to be a human being and to be an 
artist really is to be a freak, in the great­
est sense of the word. You're not inte­
rested in living but you're interested in a 
substitute life, which is What it means to 
be an artist. Now, not everybody here 
is going to be an artist and not everybo­
dy here is interested in art. Some peo­
ple are interested in careers and the 
values that those careers can get them. 
But if you take some directors, Altman, 
say. I was his next door neighbor. We 
were both on the "gimme" when we 
were working for Screen Ge-ms. We had 



offices next door to each other. He got 
signed there and we both were desperate~ 
ly broke. We were both dying because 
we both wanted to make something and 
were very unhappy pick_ing up a lot of 
money doing nothing. He had, at that 
time, a screenplay he wanted to do, and 
a staff of people who were really with 
him. Altman is a good example of what 
I 111ean. He is one of the four really in­
dependent people in our business. 

QUESTION: Who else is in that 
category? 

CASSAVETES: Martin Scorsese, Elaine 
May, Shirley Clark. It's hard to explain 
what "independence" means-but to 
those who have it, film is still a mystery, 
not a way out. There are other indepen­
dents, of course, but they haven't really 
hit the limelight yet, so not enough is at 
stake. To still do what you want after 
ten years, twenty years, is something. 
I've known a lot of filmmakers who 
started out with enormous talents and 
lost momentum. I don't say they're 
selling out, but somehow if you fight the 
system you're going to lose to it. That is 
basically the point. I don't care whether 
you're a painter or an architect you can't 
fight the system_. In my mind, if you 
fight the system it only means you want 
to join it. So it is very important that 
you do something you like, that you're 
involved in enough to hold your interest 
no matter how long it takes. If the film 
doesn't involve you, it's what we call 
"a stepping-stone" picture, you know, a 
stepping-stone to art, and that's all right 
too. Take a guy like Polanski who did 
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pict_ures in Poland, KNIFE IN THE 
WATER, and later REPULSION. You 
could see in those works a pulse that was 
meaningful and creative and intense. 
You can't dispute the fact that he·'s an 
artist, but yet you have to say that 
ROSEMARY'S BABY is not art. It is a 
dictated design-boom, boom, boom, 
boom. People are used within that de­
sign to make a commercial product to 
sell to people. I'm not saying that is bad. 
I was in it. I'm fine. I'm happy. But it 
isn't art and I don't know, I think 
DIRTY DOZEN in its way is more artis­
tic, you know, because it's compulsively 
going forward, trying to make something 
out of the moment without preordaining 
the way the outcome is going to be. 

LOEB: How about you? How much 
design was there in WOMAN UNDER 
THE INFLUENCE? Was the script in 
your hand when you started to shoot? 
It's very interesting for people to under­
stand the process. How much improvisa­
tion was there? 

CASSAVETES: On A WOMAN UNDER 
THE INFLUENCE, like on anything, 
you start off with an idea. It doesn't 
mean anything to you. It's just an idea. 
You can discuss it in your living room. 
And then if that idea stays with you for 
a while, at least if it does with me, then 
I feel I can spend a long time working 
on it, no matter what kind of inconven­
ience it would cause to my l'ife. I got a 
lot of people together, because I knew 
we wouldn't have any money to make 
the picture. I got people off the streets 
and the first people that came up, they 



were our crew. I knew that if they 
Would take the trouble to come up to 
see us, they would get involveq and they 
would stay. I know a lot of actors, so I 
started out with some actors. We had a 
reading-Elaine May and I and Peter 
Falk read the. plays that WOMAN was 
perdicated on and Peter said he wanted 
to do it. And then he called me three 
days later and said that Mike Nicho!s 
just offered him a picture to do, DAY 
OF THE DOLPHIN, starting November 
15. "You don't have any money," he 
said, "and November is next month." 
I said, "You can't do it." He said, "Well, 
what do I tell Mike?" He's the director. 
I can't just say I don't want to do the 
fish picture. You call him and tell him 
something. You're the writer, you can • . 
make something up." So, in the end we 
started with Peter. We started with 
Gena. We started with those people 
who had come in. And we had two 
very good friends of ours who were sec­
retaries. They are very important. They 
write all the stuff down and do all the 
wo·rk and we take all the credit. 

Every picture is different. ft really de­
pends strongly upon the people that 
you're working with. They must be 
your peers, people who could be your 
friends. Now I'm an older guy and I 
walk in the room and someone says, 
"Who is this?" You know, "What's in 
it for me? " And that's fine. That's ter­
rific. I've got to work with that guy and 
I've got to know that guy's capable of 
hating me and liking me and dealing 
with me as a person and telling me I'm 
full of shit if I am, and being able to 
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take over the direction of the picture if 
he can, you know. If he can work hard­
er than me -or she can work harder than 
me, then they should do it. And 
what is a director, really? A director is 
a-name. The ·people seek after it, they 
seek to be a director, or seek to be a 
cinematographer. If you go on a major 
studio picture, you'll see people who 
don't protect the picture. They protect 
themselves. I've seen guys and it has no­
thing to do with their talent-I've seen 
crews talk about loyalty. They say, "If 
they fire you, honey, then I'm going 
with you." I mean the whole-crew is 
going to revolt if it doesn't go your way. 
But when the chips are down, they all 
say good-bye. I've never seen anyone go 
with anybody fired on a major picture. 
But when you're working for nothing, 
when you're working with fciends, it 
doesn't happen that way. You have to 
have your own values. You have to want 
to make your own :picture. You have to 
have your own image of making a picture, 
otherwise you're no help to anyone or to 
yourself. So I'm saying that an educa­
tion in art has to come from working 
with other people who are connected in 
a sense With something they want to do 
and want to be. 

LOEB: I have one specific question 
about the editing in WOMAN. There's 
a six-month interlude in the film. When 
did you decide to put it in? Was that a 
discovery in the editing room? John, it 
troubled me. 

CASSAVETES: Oh, yeah. Elaine May 
didn't like that either. She begged me to 



take that out. I like it because I wanted 
to know how long Mabel was away. 

QUESTION: I wanted to see Peter Falk 
locked up, too. 

CASSA VET ES: What do you mean you 
wanted to see him locked up? 

QUESTION: Well, he seemed really evil 
in the movie. It was easy to understand 
the title A WOMAN UNDER THE IN­
FLUENCE because everything that she 
did was an attempt to please him, but he 
was being destructive to her. In fact, he 
seemed nuttier than she. 

CASSAVETES: I don't think she was 
nutty. 

QUESTION: I don't think she was 
either. That's what I'm trying to say. 
think he was. 
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CASSAVETES: But we all are. Now I 
say that and I mean it, really. We're 
never nutty on film. That's the trouble 
with this world. On the screen everyone 
is perfect. They're a perfect heavy, 
they're a perfect good guy. That's 
boring. 

QUESTION: Recently I saw some out­
takes of "Star-Trek". Spock or the per­
fect whoever flubs and stutters or drops 
something that he's not supposed to. 
And it was nice to see this "perfect" per­
son, this creation of a human being 
make a mistake. Could you comment 
on that si nee you mentioned that you 
don't like rigidity? 

CASSAVETES: The time limits are ter­
rible on television productions. They 
want to give you the best product in the 
world, one that is technically dght. If 
something doesn't match there's a script 
coordinator to correct it. It's usually a 
girl and she usually says, "He didn't say 
the man he said the man." And so they 
go back again, do it perfectly, and then 
they cut it that way. It's unfortunate. 

QUESTION: In the morning-after 
scene, the guy Mabel picked up goes into 
the kitchen and has a cup of coffee, and 
then you see her husband pull up. What 
happened? 

LOEB: It seemed like he just disappear­
ed. You expect a confrontation. You 
expect HIGH NOON. And also how did 
the mother find out that Mabel had a · 
man over? 

CASSAVETES: A lot of people ask the 
same question. The Falk character told 



the mother. And how did he know? 
Listen, you have to assume that every­
body has lived. Men and women both 
have an understanding of these things. 
If a man walks into his house and sees 
his wife sitting like that in_ a mood and 
he has lived with her for a number·of 
years, he knows that something is wrong. 
I'm not interested in pursuing that dra­
matical.ly. I'm interested in the involve­
ment between the mother and the son . . 
And the mother does control that son, 
a grown man. He's 46 years ol·d and she 
comes into that house and she runs that 
house. And she asks Nick to commit 
this woman and he only commits her 
because she wants to. And she really 
feels that what Nick told her about Ma­
bel is the truth. And then she adds her 
own truth to it and feels that the son 
can no longer live with this woman. · 

-QUESTION: Did you film a confronta­
tion between Falk and the pick-up? 

CASSAVETES: No, never. Nor did I 
film a scene in which he told the mother 
about it. You know, when you're 
making a film, you deal with it somehow 
in a subjective view. I would rather not 
deal in terms of conventional expecta­
tions of what actuany happened. It 
didn't seem very emotionally important 
to me that Peter would tell his mother 
and we would see it. 

QUESTION: But what happened to the 
guy in the house. What actually hap­
pened to him? 

CASSAVETES: It wasn't a continuity 
cut. It's hard to tell jump cuts with me 
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sometimes. It was a time change. But it 
~ comes at a point, probably, where you 

really want to know how the guy got 
out of the house. For that reason, you 
might object to what I did. Anyway, 
you know what happens within_~ minute 
or two. Why should you know right 
away? You find out that the husband 
didn't see him. 

QUESTl9N: What was the m~in thing­
about the film that interested you, the 
main idea? 

CASSAVETES: The woman did-the 
problem of being alone after having 
been promised love-a good woman ful­
filling her end of the promise and not 
getting any reward ·for it. I think the 
way our world is ~tructured there is no. 
room for women to have an education, 
an e~otional education~ I'm not saying 
that I would know how to give a woman 
an emotional education. But it is true 
that women do have problems being 
housewives, being married. And that is 
what interested ·me and everyone else 
who worked on the film. It was an ·ex­
ploration of the problems of wo-men 
w~tho_ut really knowing wh_at t~e an­
swers -are. We tried to pose as many 
questions as we could about love and its 
consquences. 

LOEB: There is a scene of her waiting 
at the bus that is extraordinary. What a 
beautiful and devastating moment as she 
waits for her kids and you realize they're 
a.I I that she has. 

QUESTION: There is another scene at 
the door, when everyone first comes 



over in the morning for spaghetti. I was 
wondering how did you get that out of 
Gena and the rest of the group? Was 
that ad-lib or was it scripted? 

CASSAVET~S: That was a carefully 
rehearsed scene which came out of a lot 
of pre-rehearsing, pre-talking the picture. 
It's n:iainly Gena and -those actors that -
were able to do that. It's. hard to say 

. why it works so well. 

QUESTION: There is a scene with the 
children when they are struggling with 
their father the night they decide to 
commit Mabel. I got the feeling that for 
some people that might haye been very 
painful to watch because it was so invol­
ved and might reflect their own person­
al experience. Did you deliberately ex­
tend the sequen·ce so that people would 
feel the pain more intens~ly? 

CASSAVETES: I think so. We did de­
li~erately prolong ·it. · I think the rnain 
reason that sequence was so full was be-

- cause I felt very much like Tony said 
before. You can't go without a shoot­
out. It's a very difficult thing for ~ome­
one to double-cross somebody. Unless 
you actually see them do that, unless 
you actually see the continuity of that, 
the actual idea that he would do this and 
carry it through could have been weak­
ened. And I didn't particularly like the 
scene upstairs. But I fe_lt it was neces~ 
sary for Nick to go upstairs and make up 
his mind that he would actually do this 
in the face of the children, in the face of 
his wife. It was very important that he 
actually decide to commit this woman 
so that it would become a memory for 
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him. It's the hardest thing in the world:. 
to put someone that you love in an insti­
tution. There is a lot of pain _involved. 

QUESTION: When you and Peter were 
discussing Nick's character, did y'ou use 
HUSBANDS as a take-off? Did that 
provide a point of reference_? 

CASSAVETES: No . 

QUESTION: You saw them as two to­
tally separate characters?· 

CASSAVETES: Yes. You have to un­
derstand something. I would write it 
down and then 1-'d stay away from it so 
that the actor's intentions or additions 
could come clear. I allow the man, the 
actor, the actress, to be in touch with 
themselves anq to draw on it. If the 
script is right, I don't.think that they 

. need any direction at all except their 
own. 

QUESTION: Were you aware of pacing 
at all when ·dealing with Peter? It seem­
ed like almost everv scene he was in 
would reach a fever pitch of intensity. 
Were you letting him reach his own 

· peaks? How much were you controlling 
him in the filn,? 

CASSAVETES: I wasn't controlling him 
in the sense you mean. I certainly would 
have cautioned him if I felt _he was 
wrong and if I felt he .would be disliked. 
I feel that Peter is a magical ·kind of an 
actor in that he can take a person who 
is human and add to ·his humanity. 
Gena's character is really .without petti­
ness throughout the whole picture, and 



. .,~ii the very last scene in the movie, 
she really i.i under the influence of fami­
ly and Nick. She's under the influence 
of her mother-in-law. She's under the 
influence of the love for her mother 
who doesn't like her but loves her, if 
you know ·what I mean. She's under the 
influence of a father who's disowned 
her because she's now married and so 
he's "given" her to the son-in-la·w. And 
I forgot what the question was. 

QUESTION: I feel that Nick's character 
was one-dimensional, and he responded 
in a visceral manner to every stimulus 
you presented him. He seemed to react 
that way in every scene. 

CASSAVETES: One of the things we 
had worked out in the beginning of the 
movie was that these characters could 
not be petty because you would lose the 
whole intention of what the film was 
about. Most of the arguments between 
men and women are based upon some­
body's inability to express what they 
really mean. At least that is the way I 
feel. And that is the way the members 
of the cast felt, that when a man and a 
woman get together, they fight about 
the television-turn it on, turn it low, 
turn it up-drinking, etc. All the things 
that really count are very rarely ex­
pressed, no matter how long a marriage 
goes on, no matter how long the love 
goes on. Mabel's problem was that she 
had no self. Her problem was that she 
was doing everything to please someone 
other than herself. When Nick wanted 
her to go to bed with him, she'd go to 
bed. When he wanted her to be embar-

10 

rassed, she'd be embarrassed. If he 
wanted her to apologize, she'd apologize. 
He wanted her to be nice to guys coming 
in at eight o'clock in the morning-ten 
guys for spaghetti-well, 0.K. That is a 
man's dream for a woman to get up and 
say, "Yeah, let's cook it and have a good 
time." That is a man's dream, not a 
woman's dream, you know. But he 
couldn't control that friendship. He 
couldn't control the feelings of warmth 
and niceness that he instilled in her. I 
mean, here is a construction worker, a 
guy who goes out and ~orks with his 
hands. He is a very formal guy. He be­
lieves in family and home. His mother 
really has a great 'influence over him. 
Relatives have a great influence over him. 
He is a conservative and all of a sudden 
he marries a girl. He takes the one little 



act of danger in his life. She is a little 
kooky. She is a little crazy. She loves 
him intensely. It is a little embarrassing 
to him. It is very embarrassing to him 
to display emotion. He doesn't want to 
display that emotion to the world. He 
doesn't want to have that closeness and 
that rapport with people. He wants dis­
tance in his public life and the only 
thing that can throw him off is this wo­
man. And while he feels this thing in 
her to be unusual-crazy in bed, divinely 
kooky, wh.atever-he can't handle the 
results. He is living two different lives 
and he loves them both. And he has got 
It made. She is living one life. She waits 
for this man to come home. His life is 
falling apart through a series of embar­
rassments, the pull of family, the pull of 
his friends. How is he going to look in 
front of his friends when this woman 
carries on? At a certain point in the pic­
ture he falls out of love with her and 
that is why he has her committed. 

QUESTION: That was hard to take. 

CASSAVETES: Yeah. The point is that 
I don't believe any man can be told 
when he makes a jerk of himself, you 
know? Now that seems like a little 
thing. •It is not shooting someone in the 
head or anything, but it can cause a hell 
of a lot of pain. That is the one moment 
of pettiness in the picture because he 
was really petty,. dog, deep-down petty, 
you know, in the spaghetti scene. He 
was embarrassed. He couldn't come off 
it. He couldn't come down. 

Now as an actor Peter became very pas­
sive when we did the scene with the doc-
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tor. Those were peculiar choices that he 
made. When the doctor came -in he had 
the freedom to throw him out. But he 
chose to let him in. Peter also had the 
freedom not to stand by and let his wife 
go crazy, but he chose to let her go 
crazy. And when he came upon her and 
tried to stop her, it was too late and he 
knew it was too late and why did he 
wait that long? Now in talking with 
Peter afterwards, Peter said, "She was 
doing great. I didn't want to stop her." 
That was a lie. Peter is a tremendously 
internal man, and I think he wanted her 
to be committed. I think he wanted her 
to go away. I don't think he recognized 
her worth because to him at that mo­
ment she was worthless. She wasn't be­
having like he would behave so he didn't 
want her anymore. That is what I saw. 
Now within the values of his getting up­
set, withi') the values of his being too 
loud, too boisterous, whatever these ac­
tions were by a man who was not used 
to functioning outside himself, outside 
the boundaries, without his control. 
When he went out to the work area the 
day after she was committed, I really 
felt he was shocked that anyone would 
give a shit that Mabel went to an institu­
tion. Who was she that anyone would 
care? Why would anyone like her? 
Who was she? She .was a product of his 
imagination. She wasn't a person. She 
was a person who did exactly what he 
said. She was a kook. She was known 
as a nut. So he didn't like to be discov­
ered. He didn't like it when the guys 
said something because he felt enormous­
ly guilty for it. 



Now it is very complicated to structure 
that. The emotions are complicated. It 
is hard to explain because they are hard 
messages to get over to anybody. So 
you have to allow the actor total free­
dom, not a little freedom. Don't say, 
"Improvise your emotions," and then 
stop and say, "Wait a minute, buddy, if 
you could do this it would be good, and 
by the way, go back to what you were 
doing before." It won't work. So what 
you do is you let that actor run with it. 
He grows with the part. He is making a 
fool of himself and he is making a jerk 
of himself and he is becoming more 
transparent. So by the time you get him 
to the beach-the beach scene, I think, is 
wonderful and Peter is wonderful be­
cause he absolutely has no idea what he 
is doing there. I had the camera down 
there and they ju.st started walking. I 
never went near them and they are walk­
ing and Peter has some lines and he says 
the lines and then they don't know what 
to do. Now I could tell them but that 
would kill it. What difference does it 
make what he does? He has to do it. I 
can't do it. The camera can move. It 
can follow, you know. So where they 
play that scene and what they do has to 
be in their own timing. And when Peter 
gets there at the beach and he pushes 
the little girl down, there was a wonder­
ful moment. I see him trying to com­
municate with his children. I see him 
trying to touch. I see him not caring. I 
see so many things that developed that 
wouldn't have if you formalized a view 
of the character through your own mind 
and didn't allow room for interpretation. 
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I wrote it and as soon as I wrote it I I 

killed the writer. There is no writer be-
cause the writer can only make you feel 
insecure. I have been in a lot of movies 
and as soon as the writer would come on 
the set everyone died. Because the wri­
ter knows exactly how everyone should 
be played, exactly what the intentions 
are. But writing is one medium and film 
is another medium. 

QUESTION: How do you separate 
yourself? 

CASSAVETES: You do one thing at a 
time. After we finish with the film we 
distribute it. But we don't distribute the 
film while we're making the film, you 
know. 

LOEB: Well, what about your overall 
intention, the overall strategy. It has to 
stay controlled. You have a tragedy. 
It's a high-powered thing. 

CASSAVETES: Why is it a tragedy? 



LOEB: Well, I felt that Falk never 
reached a moment of understanding, a 
perception of what was wrong in that 
house. When I walked out of the theater 
I had the distinct impression that it's 
going to happen again. That saddened 
the hell out of me. She tried to cut her 
wrists tonight and next week she'll do it 
again because no one understood. With­
out insight, the triangle will continue. 

CASSAVETES: All right. That's the 
point of the whole picture. Now we're 
down to the difference, maybe, between 
the way it should be and the way it is, 
you know? That is the point of the pic­
ture. That is what we tried to do. There 
is the outside world and there is the in­
side world. The inside world is your 
home, your family, the things that create 
emotions within you. The outside world 
is you and where you are going and how 
you move and where you fly, you know? 
And they are two worlds. I really be­
lieve, after making the picture, not be­
fore, that the inside world really holds 
you, really contains you, can cause you 
pain that you don't show outside and 
that is why no one ever talks about it. 

I think Nick changed. I think he has 
perception. I think he has insight. The 
simple act of throwing his mother and 
father and everybody out at that end-
it may not be a big thing for a less 
structured person, but it was a very big 
thing for him to clear everybody out 
and mean it. I think he came to the real­
ization that he was alone with that wo­
man. He was the only one who could 
save that wom~n or kill that woman or 
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have anything to do with that woman, 
and that it was a one-to-one relationship. 
People prefer distance and in movies to­
day there is a reluctance to show really 
deep feelings. They don't like vulnera­
bility. No one is willing to be laughed 
at. Nobody wants to be laughed at. 
Let's laugh. I spilled stuff on my tie to-
night. Why should you guys not laugh 
~t me because I look like a dope. Why 
should I take offense at that? The only 
reason I would was if I don't like you 
and you don't like me. Now that's a 
crazy assumption to make-that no one 
likes anybody, and we sometimes live 
under that assumption. 

QUESTION: When you script your 
fi I ms, how specific are you? How do 
you anticipate the improvisation? 

CASSAVETES: The idea is that they, 
the characters, can do whatever they 
want to within the confines of the script. 

QUESTION: Well, what is the script, 
then? 

CASSAVETES: A script is a series of 
words strung together. They kind of 
spell out the story in a mysterious way. 

QUESTION: What is the process like 
for you when you're doing the script? 
Is it like acting for you? Do you say, 
"I know these people so well I can tell 
you everything they're going to do?" 

CASSA VET ES: No, I deal with the 
characters as any writer would deal with 
a character. There are certain characters 
tharyou like, that you have feeling for, 
and other characters stand stil_l. So you 



work until you have all the people in 
some kind of a motion, you know? 

QUESTION: How do you deal with 
the time lag between the idea and tht 
time it takes to pull it off? Is the wait 
frustrating for you? 

CASSAVETES: You do get tired, .frus­
trated. You hate the project but you 
want to go on. Something drives you 
and that's usually the other people in­
volved. Their determination adds to 
yours. When they drift off, you come 
on again. It goes back and forth. 

QUESTION: Did you have trouble 
raising the funds for this? 

CASSAVETES: I got Gena and Peter to 
put up all the money. 

LOEB: How have your films done finan­
cially? How did HUSBANDS do at the 
box office? 

CASSAVETES: HUSBANDS grossed 
$1,400,000. Columbia paid us $3,500,-
000 for it. I don't think they ever liked 
the film. After they first bought it, we 
all took it to the San Francisco Film 
Festival. The day we got the check we 
went up there and everything was sup­
posed to be terrific. But after the film 
came on everyone yelled "Fascist". 
They were booing and they were going 
crazy. Here is this whole row of Colum­
bia executives and their wives, and the 
wives turn to the executives and say, 
"What is wrong, why are they booing?" 
The audience got worse. They got hos­
tile, eighteen hundred people really _boo- · 
ing. The terrible part is that you have to 
get up after the film ends. There are 
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chairs there, the microphone is there, 
and the people yell, "Fascist". I had a 
suit on. I felt like ripping it off. You 
don't know what to say'- so you say, 
"How did you like the film?" Absolute 
silence. Finally, one guy said, "If you 
guys were making a satire about the mid­
dle class and how piggish they are, that 
is one thing. But if those guys depicted 
on the screen are really like you, that's 
another". And I said, "It is us ... it's us" 
and Peter said, "That's rig Qt ... that's 
right". Well, we thought we were going 
to be killed. It was getting terrific. The 
only friends we had were Gena and Sey­
mour who were in the audience, if\ the 
back. Anytime anybody sa~d sorTlething 
Gena would shout, "Sit down." A guy 
would get up and yell and Seymour 
would say "bullshit". Anyway, you 
don't always win with a film. But I still 
like it and I will always remember the 
experience of that film and how much 
enjoyment I had in working with Peter 
Falk and Ben Gazzara. 

QUESTION: I don't understand why 
you say this film is a failure? 

CASSAVETES: To the studio, at least. 
A financial failure. 

LOEB: I thought it was an extraordinary 
picture. The fantasy of men, their essen­
tial childishness, is captured so well. 

CASSAVETES: Well, we did wonder­
fully well i-n New York. For some rea­
son, New Yorkers liked the picture. 

QUESTION: Maybe it was11 success 
after all-to move that many people, 
even to anger, is something. People 



often don't want to see truth. It is too 
painful. It's hard to tolerate. 

CASSAVETES: I'm not sure about that. 
I think when the picture came out it was 
boring to many people. 

QUESTION: What is your favorite film? 

CASSAVETES: SHADOWS. 

LOEB: That was your first film. Can 
you talk about it a moment before we 
close? 

CASSAVETES: SHADOWS was finished 
in 1960. It took three years or so. We 
were so dumb when we made that pic­
ture. I was the director so I said "print" 
and everyone said "print" and no one 
kept a record. We did everything wrong, 
technically. The only thing we did right 

was to get a group of people together 
who were young, full of life and wanting 
to do something of meaning. I saw it 
recently, for the first time in a long time. 
I saw all those people on the screen, you 
know. Young and beautiful and just full 
of life and everything and it made me 
emotional, especially seeing Rupert 
Crosse up there because suddenly he was 
so alive and it was terrific. He died re­
cently of cancer. He was supposed to be 
in THE LAST DETAIL and he died. I 
got up recently to talk about the film at 
the American Film Institute. We saw it 
together and I cried at the end. I saw 
Rupert and it just hit me. I stood up be-
fore everyone and had trouble talking. I 
don't know. Anyway, thank you every­
body for coming here. 

A Conversation With John Cassavetes 
was published by the Film department, 
Columbia College, Chicago, 540 North 
Lake Shore Drive, Chicago, Illinois 60611. 
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JOHN CASSAVETES FILMOGRAPHY 

1960 
SHADOWS 
Produced by Maurice McEndree and 
Seymour Cassel I 
Directed by John Cassavetes 
Written by John Cassavetes 
Principal players: Lelia Goldoni, Ben 
Carruthers, Hugh Hurd, Anthony Ray 
and Rupert Crosse 
B&W, 87 minutes 
Distributed by British Lion International 
Films. 

1961 
TOO LATE BLUES 
Produced by John Cassavetes 
Directed by John Cassavetes 
W[itten by Richard Carr and John 
Cassa vet es 
Principal players: Bobby Daren, Evert 
Chambers, Stella Stevens 
B&W, 100 minutes 
Distributed by Paramount 

1963 
A CHILD IS WAITING 
Produced by Stanley Kramer 
Directed by John Cassavetes 
Written by Abby Mann 
Principal players: Burt Lancaster, and 
Judy Garland 
B&W, 104 minutes 
Distributed by United Artists 
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1968 
FACES 
Produced by Maurice McEndree 
Directed by John Cassavetes 
Written by John Cassavetes 
Principal players: Lynn Carlin, Seymour 
Cassell, John Marley, and Gena Rowland 
B&W, 129 minutes 
Distributed by Walter Reade 

1970 
HUSBANDS 
Produced by Al Ruban 
Directed by John Cassavetes 
Written by John Cassavetes 
Principal players: Ben Gazzara, Peter 
Falk, and John Cassavetes 
Color, 142 minutes 
Distributed by Columbia 

1971 
MINNIE AND MOSKOWITZ 
Produced by Al Ruban and John 
Cassavetes 
Directed by John Cassavetes 
Written by John Cassavetes 
Principal players: GPna Rowland 
Seymour Cassell 
Color, 114 minutes 
Distributed by Universal Pictures 

1975 

' 

A WOMAN UNDER THE INFLUENCE 
Produced by Sam Shaw 
Directed by John Cassavetes 
Written by John Cassavetes 
Principal players: Gena Rowland, Peter 
Falk . 

Color, 150 minutes 
Distributed by John Cassavetes 
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