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Praise for Two Weeks in the Midday Sun

“Perhaps the best book ever written about experiencing the Cannes Film Festival. . . . Classic. . . . To Ebert, who had already covered the annual festival for the Chicago Sun-Times over a dozen times before writing the book in 1987, Cannes clearly represents an intensely personal experience shared with 40,000 strangers. . . . Something of value sprang from his encounters with virtually every aspect of Cannes.”

—Booklist Film Journal

“Ebert’s pieces have the punch and precision of good short fiction.”

—Denver Post

“With a sharper eye for gossip and more detours into philosophical speculation than his reviews and interviews tend to exhibit, the author talks to such stars as Barbara Hershey and John Malkovich, attends packed and frenzied premiers, and hangs out over espresso at sidewalk cafés watching the famous, the nearly famous, and the hangers-on stride gaudily past.

—Booklist

“Sharp, wry and—for this Cannes veteran—right on the mark.”

—New York Times

“As most festival regulars do, Ebert appreciates what can be called the real Cannes, which has a useful and productive life the other 50 weeks of the year. . . . Frenzies and all, Ebert brings it seductively back.”

—LA Times

“Critic Ebert’s journal of the annual two-week movie circus known as the Cannes Film Festival is about as nourishing as a croissant, but like that airy pastry, it’s fun to devour.”

—Library Journal

“An affectionate portrait of the French film festival and the city that hosts it.”

—Chicago Tribune
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Roger Ebert (1942–2013) was a film critic for the Chicago Sun-Times for more than forty years and was considered one of the nation’s most prominent and influential figures in the industry. Over the course of his prolific career, he taught classes on film as a guest lecturer at the University of Chicago, aired his own television show, contributed to and wrote several screenplays, and published his own books. In 1975 he became the first film critic to win the Pulitzer Prize. That same year he teamed up with his rival critic, Gene Siskel of the Chicago Tribune, to host a movie review program on public television. Sneak Previews became the most popular entertainment program on the PBS network and gave Ebert a nationwide audience. He was also a prolific writer, publishing screenplays, compilations of reviews, and over twenty books. He was the author of numerous books on film in particular, including Awake in the Dark: The Best of Roger Ebert, the Great Movies essay collections, and a memoir, Life Itself. Ebert died on April 4, 2013, at age 70, in Chicago, Illinois.
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Foreword

THE CANNES FILM FESTIVAL. Or, as it’s known to the people who go there year after year—the filmmakers, the entertainment journalists, the film reviewers and critics, the sales agents, the producers, the stars and their entourages—just plain “Cannes.” If you’re talking to a normal human, they’re talking about the Riviera, the beach, the hotels, the sun. But for a film person, Cannes means the festival, period.

You go to the festival year after year, and you get to a point where you could walk it in your sleep—in fact, that’s pretty much what you’re doing, because if you’re in Cannes, unless you’re French or Italian, you’re jet-lagged. From the Palais, the nerve center (the press and public screenings, the market, the receptions and press conferences), you turn right and walk up the Croisette to the Quinzaine, the hotels (the Majestic, the Grand Hotel, the Carlton, and the Martinez), and the private beaches. Or, you turn left out of the Palais and go to the port, the restaurants, and, if you’re so inclined, the old town up the hill. If you’re there for the festival, that’s Cannes. Unless you’re ensconced across the bay on Cap d’Antibes.

And a certain madness sets in. The journalists and critics rushing between screenings, maybe stopping off at the press room or their hotel room to file. The meetings, meetings, and more meetings happening in cafés and restaurants, up and down stairways and on line for movies, in corners, anywhere you can find a place to sit or even stand. The crowds, thronging the streets by about six to get a glimpse of this actor or that director being driven to the Palais for their walk up the red carpet (the “marche rouge”). The paparazzi, shouting out the names of those actors and directors as they’re led up the stairs, one at a time, directed by their press teams to turn this way and then that way for the cameras. The fireworks. The announcements over the PA accompanied by blaring music. And the people, people, and more people.

And yes . . . they show movies, too.

Year after year, the players change, the circumstances change, the films change, the writers are now filing online and tapping out their reports and reviews on their iPads or even their iPhones, but Cannes remains the same. And very few people have ever captured it as vividly or with as much charm as Roger Ebert does here.

I myself was not in Cannes in 1987—I was in Morocco getting ready to shoot The Last Temptation of Christ—but I’d been there many times before that. Mean Streets had played at the Quinzaine des Réalisateurs, or the Directors’ Fortnight—this is the “alternate festival,” founded in opposition to Cannes after May 1968, the year that the festival was shut down, but at this point basically considered as another section. I was there with Taxi Driver in 1976, when Roger saw it for the second time. We won the Palme d’Or that year. I got the news over the phone, in LA, where I was sound asleep, having just flown back from Cannes because I was convinced that we didn’t have a chance of winning anything. The jury president that year, Tennessee Williams, had let it be known that he disapproved of our picture, and when I ran into Costa-Gavras and Sergio Leone, who were also on the jury, I told them that we were all planning on going home the next morning. “Maybe you should stick around for a few days,” they both told me. A couple times. I didn’t take the hint.

And then there was the year we showed The Last Waltz. When you have a film in the Palais, the only time you can do a tech check is around two or three in the morning. We went in with our press agent Jean-Pierre Vincent and Marcello Mastroianni, who was just hanging out, and the two of them took their seats. Then we did our thing, checked the picture and the sound, called up to the projectionist a few times, listened from different parts of the room, were satisfied, and left. Years later, Jean-Pierre told me that he woke up at six in the morning with Marcello’s head on his shoulder, in the dark, in the locked theatre. We’d forgotten all about them.

And I’ve had so many wonderful experiences in Cannes—in 1981 with The King of Comedy; in 2002 with a master class on Billy Wilder; in 2007 with the announcement of The World Cinema Project; and in 2009, when we presented the restoration of The Red Shoes and several WCP titles. That was one of the very last times I saw Roger. He’d had his surgery by that point, but he was the same Roger, as sharp and funny and warm as ever.

I’ve spoken at length about what a good friend he was to me over the years, and about my respect for him as a critic. But Roger was also a great observer and such a wonderful writer. You read these memories and look at these sketches, and the people and the places and the hilarious and improbable encounters and that indescribable Cannes state of mind . . . it all comes to life. And so does the man who wrote it, Roger Ebert.

Martin Scorsese


This book is dedicated to Billy Baxter.

Brang ’em on!


Peter Noble, the editor of Screen International, once told me this story:

A guy is sitting in a sidewalk cafe at Cannes. He asks the waiter, “Can you tell me where the toilet is?” The waiter says: “Monsieur! I have only two hands!”

[image: image]

HEATHROW. The British Airways flight to Nice was delayed an hour for an equipment change: “An air-conditioning failure,” the receptionist in the Executive Club explained cheerfully, as if, after all, it could have been worse. Reading her computerized passenger manifest upside-down, a skill I developed while bending over the printer’s stone in the hot-lead days of newspapers, I found that the lounge also contained “T. Jones, dir Monty Python,” “Lady Delfont—see note,” and the president of New World Pictures. We were all on the flight to Nice, and we were all eyeing each other uneasily across the checked gray carpet of the lounge.

I was at a corner table with my battery-powered Radio Shack Model 100 portable computer, and my tapping had already annoyed a British businessman, who stood up to go look at the newspapers. We Americans are so very uncouth. The blonde in the green dress, for example, asked two polka-dotted British ladies to move over one position on their couch: “I just want to sit next to my father-in-law; is that all right?” she said, in one of those low, confident American female voices that carries across the room and into the corridor. The one thing many Americans never do notice in Europe is how quietly the Europeans speak to one another.

This was my twelfth Cannes festival, if you count that confusing week in 1972 when I knew nothing about the festival, decided to drop in while on holiday, asked my taxi driver to take me to the Carlton Hotel, and confidently walked in to ask for a room. I ended up in a pension somewhere up in the hills, in a room with French doors that opened onto a rose garden. That was the year the documentary Marjoe was shown, and I had dinner with the reprobate evangelist Marjoe Gortner and his directors, Howard Smith and Sarah Kernochan, in a Russian restaurant where during the coffee course the owner gleefully wheeled in a large silver cart and whipped off its dome top to reveal a stainless steel sculpture of two pigs copulating. I’ve never been able to find that restaurant again.

The British businessman, driven away by my computer, was standing by the wall, glaring at me and sipping his coffee. An American took the empty seat and asked me how much memory I had on board.

In the early days, covering Cannes was made considerably more difficult by the problem of getting copy back to the United States. After writing my stories on a portable typewriter, I had to take them over to the Telex booth in the Palais des Festivals, where French-speaking typists copied an approximation of my prose into their telegraph machines. Mistakes were de rigueur. In 1977 I wrote that 900 balloons were released at a cocktail party in honor of Farrah Fawcett-Majors, as she was then. After the French Telex operators had finished with their work, the Chicago Sun-Times and New York Post printed that “900 falcons” had been released—and there was an alarmed protest from Cleveland Amory on behalf of the Fund for Animals, inspiring a correction (“. . . they were not falcons. In fact, they were balloons. The Sun-Times regrets the error”), which I submitted to the news-break department of the New Yorker, earning twelve dollars.

For the last four years, computers have promised to make my life easier at the festival. In theory, I can dial up the Sun-Times computer in Chicago and dump my daily coverage directly into its memory. In practice, this has never quite worked, because the French long-distance system measures each call with a series of little clicks that automatically disconnect computers. Last year, in desperation, I brought along a portable printer, printed out hard copies of all of my stories and had them sent out by Telex, making the computer operation, if anything, less convenient than the portable typewriter. This year, my plan was to dump everything into the French arm of MCI Mail and let MCI figure out how to get it to Chicago. This had already cost me $362 for a temporary National User’s Number, which sounds like a drug registry but is only the French method of charging me for the privilege of paying for my transmissions.

I HAVE ALWAYS felt a little out of place at these glamorous international events. The passengers in the lounge all looked as if they had dressed, this morning, in appropriate lounge-wear. Across from me, for example, was a tall, distinguished man with slicked-back iron-gray hair, an impeccable gray suit, and gold personal jewelry. He was traveling with a tall, slender young woman with a mane of black hair, who was wearing a form-fitting navy blue suit and gold slippers. She had just fetched him a cup of coffee in French. They looked like models in a slick magazine ad promoting the Executive Club. I imagined that all of these people were going to Cannes to stay in expensive hotels and eat in expensive restaurants and make expensive deals involving movies. Their expenses for the festival would equal an annual minimum wage.

The event they were attending at such great expense could be described as Disneyland for adults. During the day at Cannes, the Palais des Festivals churns away with the press and trade screenings, the grubby journalists and distributors darting in and out of the sunlight, looking for a good movie. At night, the elegant people emerge from their hotels, having spent the day playing tennis and lunching on yachts, and they stroll along the Boulevard Croisette in expensive formal wear, on their way to the official black-tie screenings. Narrow-eyed German film critics and French cineastes and American movie buffs crouch over their tables in the sidewalk cafes, watching them malevolently as they stroll toward the projection, blaming them for the death of the cinema. Meanwhile, on the back streets of Cannes, the local theaters grind away twenty hours a day with the interchangeable annual budget of exploitation pictures, a tribute to the industry’s unflagging optimism that new ways can be found to combine tits, ass, and machine guns.

THE FESTIVAL is held for two weeks every May. There is nothing else like it anywhere in the world. The 1987 festival was the fortieth anniversary year for Cannes, which was originally conceived in 1939 as a response to Mussolini’s Venice Film Festival, but which finally got underway after the war. The earliest years were fairly serious affairs, the sunny Riviera notwithstanding, but in 1949 a starlet took off her bikini top and embraced Robert Mitchum for the photographers on the beach, and the Cannes Film Festival as we know it was born. It is claimed that forty thousand people attend, not counting the hot-eyed fans who surge at the barricades and scream out the names of their heroes as the stars promenade into the Palais every night. This is the movie industry’s annual trade fair, serviced by three daily festival newspapers, which run lists of prominent industry figures with the names of the hotels where they are staying, and then one of two words: Buying, or Selling. Every year there are festival jokes: The pope was just shot. Oh, yeah? When are they releasing it?

The screenings are held from morning to night in the new festival palace, which was opened three years ago on the site of the old casino, next to the yacht harbor. The big concrete building is essentially several giant auditoriums surrounded by terraces, meeting rooms, restaurants, a nightclub, and a casino. “It looks like a cross between a parking garage and a machine-gun emplacement,” New York press agent Billy (Silver Dollar) Baxter observed when it opened, and the Palais has since come to be known as the Death Star because of its undeniable resemblance to Darth Vader’s mother ship. The Palais Croisette, which was built after the war down at the other end of the Boulevard Croisette, near the Carlton Hotel, has been scheduled for demolition ever since the new Palais opened, but has so far received an annual reprieve as the home of the Quinzaine des Realisateurs, the Director’s Fortnight. Screenings are also held in every commercial cinema in town, especially those strung along the rue d’Antibes, the shopping street a long block inland from the Croisette. The public is not encouraged to attend the festival, but admission to screenings is free for anyone who can obtain accreditation, and every year thousands of the most amazing candidates are accredited.

[image: image]

Covering the festival reminds me of a saying we have in Chicago about the Dan Ryan Expressway: Never drive it until you’ve driven it three times. After twelve years, I have a certain familiarity with the routines and rituals of the festival, and the notion of this journal is to take note of the experience itself, almost apart from the specific films that are shown. It is such a glorious ceremony of avarice, lust, ego, and occasional inspiration and genius that some record should be made, before the age of telecommunications and video sweeps it all away, and the movie industry makes its deals at home, before computer terminals and television screens.

AIRBORNE. Brian Dennehy, two rows behind me, was starring in a film set to play Sunday night. Roaming the aisle, he explained he had been in the air for hours, days even—flying all the way from Australia, where he was making a movie, because he didn’t want to miss the experience of having a film at Cannes. He was a big, open-faced, smiling man with a moustache; we talked about his run last year in Galileo at the Goodman Theater in Chicago, and his tenure at O’Rourke’s Pub on North Avenue: “That’s my favorite bar in the whole world. Somebody should write a story sometime about Jay’s troubles with his lease.” Dennehy made plans for us to have “a couple of pops” when we got to Cannes. I saw him again in the Nice airport, waiting in line for customs, and he used sign language to symbolize a glass in his hand, for having a couple of pops.

I ALWAYS AWAKEN very early on my first morning in Cannes, just at dawn, and pull on my jeans and a sweater to walk down by the old port for a cup of coffee at the all-night cafe. The street-cleaners are washing away the debris of the night before with fire hoses, and sometimes they will direct a spray into the air so that it catches the rising sun and creates a rainbow. I am always very tired when I choose my table on the sidewalk—it must be the same table I have taken for the past twelve years—but I am happy. I tell myself it is jet lag that makes me rise so early, but in fact it is ritual. I must sit just precisely here, across from the park with the stubby sawed-off city trees that look so desperate and forlorn, and compose myself for the ordeal ahead.

It sounds like great fun to cover the Cannes Film Festival. It is one of those events, like the Super Bowl, Wimbledon, or the Kentucky Derby, that comes cloaked in its own legend. But if the Super Bowl were two weeks long, that would be more like Cannes. I have in my hand the first issue of Screen International, fresh from the presses, the daily English-language newspaper of Cannes, and it is 158 pages long. Most of the pages are given over to ads for movies that will be shown here, in and out of the competition, and as I riffle through them my annual case of gnawing insecurity begins to form. I will not be able to see more than a fraction of these films. I will miss some of the good ones. I will waste my time at the bad ones. I will never be able to find all of the stars and all of the directors I should interview, and if I do succeed, say, in tracking down someone really interesting like Barbara Hershey or Dusan Makavejev, my editors will want to know why I didn’t have lunch with Elizabeth Taylor.

FOR THE NEXT TWO WEEKS, I will be covering a story with no end and no shape. Every morning at 8:30 there will be the first of the day’s press screenings, and every night at midnight another party will be just beginning. My job will be to think in two ways at once: To be a critic, evaluating the films I see and trying to find some sort of pattern in them, and to be a gossipmonger, trying to discover the real reason why Bo Derek has made only two films since 10. The only constant will be my battle with my computer. The people will drift in and out of focus, on the screen and at lunch and dinner and poolside at the Majestic and on the Carlton Beach and out at the Hôtel du Cap d’Antibes and on the sidewalks and in the cafes, and it will all be disconnected, and I will convert it all somehow into copy that will make the Cannes Film Festival sound like a jolly round of glamorous interviews.

If I am lucky, however, something extraordinary will happen to me during this festival. I will see a film that will make my spine tingle with its greatness, and I will leave the theater speechless. There is no better place on earth to see a movie than in the Palais des Festivals at Cannes, with its screen three times the size of an ordinary theater screen, and its perfect sound system, and especially its audiences of four thousand people who care passionately about film.

[image: image]

IT WAS HERE at Cannes that I saw Coppola’s Apocalypse Now for the first time, and when the helicopter warships flew overhead playing the music of Wagner, the effect was so powerful that the audience cheered and cheered. On other nights in this town, I attended the world premiere of E. T., and saw the audience stand up and turn to applaud Steven Spielberg, up above in the director’s box, for minute after minute. Here I saw Scorsese’s Taxi Driver for the second time, this time with a foreign audience (for the Americans in Cannes had already seen it), and realized what a great film it was, because the first time I saw it, there had been so much to absorb that I could not get outside of it all. And it was here that I saw Isabelle Huppert, so silent and still, turn her eyes to the audience in the closing scene of The Lacemaker, and here that I saw Bresson’s precise, unforgiving L’Argent, the summation of his entire career in a film which was so suspicious of passion and emotion, so cold on its surface, that Bresson’s whole career came together for me and I finally realized that no man could make such distant and austere films without being, in fact, filled with unlimited passion.

Anyone who goes to Cannes in search of masterpieces will, however, be frequently disappointed. There are Dantean levels to this festival. At the top level is the Official Selection, the films chosen from all over the world by Gilles Jacob, the director general, and Pierre Viot, the president of the festival. Then there are the lesser levels, the sidebar events, the marketplace screenings, all the way down to the fire sales of forgotten videos. The morning press screenings of the Official Selections are followed by chaotic press conferences, the stars and directors assaulted by television lights, paparazzi and idiotic questions (“I just want to know, is Mr. Newman free for lunch?”). The evening premieres, where formal wear is required, are a spectacle of sound and light. While loudspeakers endlessly blare “Thus Spake Zarathustra,” thousands of movie fans crush up against police barricades while the filmmakers and the stars alight from limousines and walk a city block to the vast flight of outdoor stairs leading up to the Palais. They stop on the first landing, turn, wave, climb up to the second landing and wave again, into thousands of flashbulbs.

It would be easy to bring the stars in by a back entrance, but alien to the whole idea of the festival. At the old Palais, down at the other end of the Croisette, the nightly processions up the stairs became a world-famous ritual, and when they designed the new Palais they made the stairs wider and taller. Indeed, they also made them too steep, and in the first season of the new Palais, there was the danger that a photographer would trip and fall, starting a human tidal wave to tumble down and crush the stars below. So they rebuilt the stairs to reduce the angle, but they still required the stars to run an obstacle course, arriving in limousines, walking down the red carpet, climbing the stairs, all in full view of the thousands of fans who have arrived, some of them, from all over Europe because they know they will be given a fair chance to see their heroes in the flesh. Many movie stars have not appeared on the stage for years and, although their fame is vast, they may never have received a great ovation; their arrival at Cannes is the nearest they may ever get to scoring a winning touchdown. Some of the French stars seem addicted to the ritual, and attend every year; Gerard Depardieu is such a familiar sight, cruising the Croisette on his motorcycle, that he’s one of the institutions of Cannes, like Edy Williams, that you expect to see.
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SOMETIMES the crowd scenes turn ugly. When the star is someone of truly great magnitude—Catherine Deneuve, say, or Clint Eastwood—the crowds spill out over the plaza and into the street and the trees are filled with photographers, and there is always the possibility that things will get out of hand. The air is charged. The night that James Stewart came to Cannes, in 1985, the mob was so enthusiastic that the old man got jostled about inside his cordon of policemen, while the loudspeakers played “Tuxedo Junction.” There is always the possibility of a riot whenever Jerry Lewis comes to Cannes, and when he was here in 1983 with Scorsese’s King of Comedy he told me how he works the crowds: “You have to always walk slow. What they want is a good look at you. If you walk fast, they’re afraid they won’t see, so they run to keep up, and mob psychology snowballs, and there’s a riot. In a crowd, I always walk nice . . . and . . . slow. Hello! Here I am! Hi there! Look how slow I’m walking! Hi there, buddy! How are you?”

The grand entrances at the Palais des Festivals are mirrored, in a grubbier and more informal way, down at the older festival palace, which was built right after the war. The Palais Croisette, as it is now called, has been threatened with demolition to make way for another of the squat luxury hotels which line the beach, but so far it has been spared as the home of the Quinzaine, an event inspired by the riots of 1968, when radical filmmakers shut down the festival on grounds that it represented reactionary establishment tastes. Now the Fortnight is programmed with smaller films from around the world, and it has been a sendoff for the careers of several American directors recently: Susan Seidelman came here with Smithereens, and Spike Lee with She’s Gotta Have It, and Jim Jarmusch with Stranger than Paradise, and their success here helped get their films launched in the U.S. When the directors arrive for the Director’s Fortnight, there is a repeat of the mob scene at the new Palais, with the difference that the crowds look like street people instead of bourgeois fans, and the directors are likely to be wearing T-shirts instead of tuxedos.

On successively lower levels of the Cannes inferno, after the official selections and the Quinzaine, there is Un Certain Regard, a category for films the festival has “a certain regard” for—and only in France would that be considered a compliment. Somewhere below that is the Marché du Film, the marketplace, where movies are bought and sold after being screened from morning to midnight in the little commercial theaters that line the rue d’Antibes. And then, down at the very bottommost level, there are the nameless videos that are retailed from small booths in the basement of the Palais, where I met a man named Ken Hartford, who cheerfully explained that he sold movies by the pound.

The marketplace is often the scene of some of the festival’s greatest vitality. Here the movies have no pretensions of artistic greatness; they promise only to sell tickets. Three years ago in the marketplace, I came upon Stuart Gordon’s Re-Animator, a horror film inspired by Lovecraft and filled with images so strong and shameless that the movie took on a crazy, inspired dementia. A year before that, there was Mark Lester’s The Class of 1984, a high school horror movie that, to borrow an expression from Mel Brooks, rose below vulgarity. Until five or six years ago, the marketplace also featured a lot of porno films, but that market has disappeared because of home video. Now the stars of the marketplace are likely to be titles and ad campaigns, which for a certain kind of product are more important than the movie itself.

THE MARKETPLACE has been dominated in recent years by Cannon Films, the struggling international conglomerate that was built by two Israelis, Menahem Golan and Yorum Globus, from those very same little theaters on the back streets. A decade ago, they were peddling soft-core sex comedies like Lemon Popsicle in the market; now, in an example which inspires every schlockmeister at the festival, they have built themselves into the most important single entity at Cannes, a company that this year had two films (Shy People and Barfly) in the official competition, another film (Norman Mailer’s Tough Guys Don’t Dance) as an out-of-competition official selection, and dozens of other films in the marketplace, ranging from Death Wish 4 to a “family film festival.” Cannon is the biggest advertiser in all of the daily festival papers, Cannon’s Superman IV billboard dominates the front lawn of the Carlton Hotel, and in the days to come more people will see more Cannon films, attend more Cannon parties, and drink more Cannon booze than will be involved in the activities of the next three distributors put together. Yet Cannon still fights the shabby image of its early days, and this year there were rumblings in the financial pages that the Golan-Globus empire, having bought a studio in England and three of the world’s largest theater chains, while financing a bigger production schedule than any other Hollywood studio, might be overextended.

OVEREXTENDED OR NOT, Cannon is indispensable to Cannes, because Golan is the last of the freewheeling deal-makers at an event where a lot of people would like to be capitalist buccaneers, but few have the courage, or the capital. People still talk about the time Golan had lunch with Jean-Luc Godard at the Majestic Hotel and wrote out a contract on a table napkin, committing Godard to make a Cannon version of King Lear, with a screenplay by Norman Mailer and a cast including Woody Allen. Did Golan have Mailer? Did he have Allen? Could he spell Godard? Not at the time, but Godard signed anyway, and Golan proudly displayed the napkin at a press conference (where one journalist unkindly suggested it would probably bring in more money than the movie).

Menahem Golan uses the Cannes festival because it is good for his business, but he is no friend of the festival’s organizers. One year he was invited to sit on the jury, and then rudely disinvited after an outcry by French cineastes that he was not a true man of the cinema. That memory hurts, and it is arguably true that Golan is the only major financier in the film industry who would have lunch with Godard, and one of the few likely to know his name. Golan has been very frank over the years in admitting that he is also hurt that a Cannon film has never won the Palm d’Or in the Cannes competition. Will Cannon, as Golan might phrase it, be screwed again this year?
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ON THE FIRST MORNING in Cannes, all of this madness still lay ahead. From my table in the cafe near the old harbor, I watched as the workman draped the flags of many nations from the Cannes City Hall. I called for another cup of café au lait. In Screen International, I turned to Peter Noble’s daily gossip column, and learned that tickets to the dinner in honor of the Prince and Princess of Wales already had an asking price of £1,000 on the black market. There were two things I knew for sure. One, I was not going to be invited to the royal dinner. Two, my editors were going to want to know why.

FRIDAY EVENING. Tired. After a late-afternoon nap, jet lag produced a strange kind of fatigue, almost a floating sensation, as if everything was underwater at twilight. From the balcony of my room at the Hotel Splendid, I looked out over the tops of the stubby trees and saw the new Palais squatting, brooding, over the old yacht harbor. To the right, the houses were stacked on top of one another as they climbed the hill to the Old Town. Over that way was La Pizza, the late-night hangout where we all repair with exhaustion every year after too many elaborate French meals, too much nouvelle cuisine in which the small size of the portions is dramatized by the length of the wait between them.

The sun was hanging above the old fort on top of the hill, and straight ahead, out at the end of the pier beyond the harbor, I could see the rigging of Roman Polanski’s pirate ship. The ship sailed into the harbor at last year’s festival, bands playing, flags flying, to celebrate the premiere of Polanski’s Pirates, his first film in six years. It was still there. The film died a miserable death at the box office, and perhaps they didn’t have the funds to sail it away. Even farther out, a mile or more away, the huge private yachts rested at anchor. Private speedboats would take their owners to the Carlton pier for lunch and business meetings. Many years the U.S. Sixth Fleet also has a token warship or two anchored at Cannes, showing the flag, but not this year, not with the situation in the Middle East.
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You can see how the mind will wander after a flight across the Atlantic. It was seven o’clock here, noon in Chicago. I tried to determine the next logical step. Dinner at La Pizza? A nap? Going to see the official opening night entry? That was no good, because it required a ticket and a tuxedo, too much trouble, considering I was likely to doze through the film, anyway. The opening night film this year was Diane Kurys’s A Man in Love. Kurys is a director I admire, after her wonderful Entre Nous a few years ago, and so I had no desire to sleep through her film; I knew I would be able to see it in America when it opened.

It is said to be an honor to have your film chosen for the opening night at Cannes, but it is an opportunity largely lost to North American critics, who are likely to sleep through it. Jet lag takes its toll late in the day; outside, the air is warm and the conversation has been lazy, and then, as the British critic Adam Mars-Jones described it in one of his dispatches, you run the risk of “passing from heat and light into a cool, dark auditorium, falling asleep and being woken by a standing ovation accorded to the only self-evident masterwork in the festival.” Unwilling to take the chance, I decided to walk directly across the street from my hotel to Les Arcades, the cinema multiplex which Cannon had rented for the entire festival. I had it in mind to keep an eye on Menahem Golan during the days to come.

IF I WERE GOING to compile some sort of a Cannes journal, I reasoned, I needed a central figure, a hero, and Menahem might supply it. He had the advantage of not being part of the Cannes establishment; the festival seemed to need him but not to like him, to resent the fact that the most adventurous buccaneer at the festival was a self-made Israeli. Golan is the kind of man who attends his own festival parties dressed in an oversized black running suit with the Cannon logo all over it in red and white: not the French idea of elegance. As it happened, in recent months I had visited the location filming of two Cannon productions that were entered in this year’s festival: Norman Mailer’s Tough Guys Don’t Dance and Barbet Schroeder’s Barfly. On the set of Barfly, I’d met the visiting Andrei Konchalovsky, director of Cannon’s third festival entry, Shy People. So I could place Cannon’s 1987 Cannes campaign in some sort of context.

Tonight Cannon was premiering its “family film festival,” a series of children’s films based on famous fairy tales (for which read: stories in the public domain which Golan could film without paying author’s royalties). The opening night film was Rumpelstiltskin, starring Amy Irving and directed by her brother, David. There was the consolation that should I sleep through it, I would nevertheless have a pretty firm grasp of the story. Menahem stood by the theater door in a rumpled sport jacket and a shirt with an open collar, greeting everyone who came in, as if this were the family store. I settled down in a back row, the lights dimmed, and I soon fell asleep. There is no use in being coy here. The fact is that many if not most American critics nod through most of the films they see for the first day or two, because jet lag steals in like a thief in the dark, the moment the lights go down.

After the screening Golan invited me to a dinner at the Palm d’Or dining room of the Hotel Martinez, and after a quick survey of my costume he added, “You can come as you are.” To be told you can come as you are by a man who wears sweatshirts to dinner is not a reassuring reflection on one’s wardrobe, but I walked down the length of the Boulevard Croisette and nodded through the dinner.

At my table were two Cannon lawyers from Los Angeles, Cannon’s French distribution chief, and Yorum Globus’s personal assistant. It was a fairly typical lineup for a festival party; you go to Cannes to see movie stars and you return home having seen lawyers, publicists, film critics, tourists, distributors, buyers, sellers, and what is reputed to be the back of Elizabeth Taylor’s head.

HALFWAY through the meal, Barbet Schroeder walked in and made the rounds with Menahem, who proudly introduced him as “the director of Barfly, one of Cannon’s two official entries in the festival’s main competition.” To say that Cannon acquired this distinction over Menahem’s own dead body would be an exaggeration, but the firm did not precisely rush to sign up Schroeder and finance his film.

“I heard a funny story about how you decided to make Barfly,” I told Golan.

“What was that?”

“I heard that you decided not to make the picture, and Barbet came into your office and threatened to cut off his finger and continue to amputate parts of his body until you agreed to make the film.”

“Is that what you heard?” said Golan.

“That’s what I heard,” I said.

“You have excellent sources. The story is true. What else could I do? I can’t have some man cutting off his fingers in my office.”

“And so you made the movie.”

“It is a brilliant movie. Great performances by Mickey Rourke and Faye Dunaway. The screenplay by Charles Bukowski is a masterpiece.”
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“But if that story gets around Hollywood,” I said, “you’ll have everybody in town lined up outside your office with a Black & Decker, ready to blackmail you into producing their pictures.”

“It won’t work,” Golan said. “I only agreed to make it for one reason. I wanted to make it.”

THE CLIMAX OF THE DINNER was a three-foot cake, wheeled into the room with icing that spelled “Welcome Amy Irving!” Since I had seen a similar cake across the room thirty minutes earlier at another guest’s birthday party, I suspected this one might be recycled. I moved in for a closer look and saw that the ingenious French chefs had constructed a giant platform of artificial cake, upon which a smaller real cake was placed, along with a personalized greeting made with icing. I decided this cake was some sort of emblem for the whole festival, made my apologies, and went home to bed.
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SATURDAY MORNING. Awake at 6 A.M., couldn’t sleep any later. Outside the hotel, in the square where the old men play boules on Sunday afternoons, the vendors were setting up their stands for the flower market. Along the rue Felix-Faure, there are four or five seafood restaurants, all in a row, and in front of them, waiting for the garbage men, were large canvas sacks filled with sawdust and oyster shells. I walked past them in the cool morning air, treading lightly in my Reeboks, playing that game where you intensify the moment by saying to yourself that you are alive and this is happening and here you are.

Rituals are important to me, especially important when I travel. It is necessary for me to walk just this way on Saturday morning, to turn here and go in a block, up to the pedestrian shopping street, and then to turn again and walk past the early-opening stores, the butchers, and the greengrocers. At the end of the street, I must turn uphill, to the Cannes marketplace, where the new asparagus and strawberries are thrown in profusion across the stalls, as if farmers had no idea what to do with such bounty. At the little newsstand on the other side of the market, I must buy today’s Herald-Tribune. I am always the first to ask for it, and the old woman inside the kiosk always has to unsnap the wire around the bundle, and she always has trouble finding her pliers, and this is important, too. Then I walk back down by the bus stop near the old harbor, and double back down Felix-Faure to the same table in the same cafe as yesterday morning, and as last year. I order café au lait and Perrier, and the waiter puts a basket of croissants on the table. Some mornings it is raining, and those mornings are the best, because if you can sit in an outdoor cafe, under the awning, just inches away from the rain, and drink café au lait, you can recapture, I am convinced, the ancient feeling of the cave, of being safe and warm while it is cold outside. Cats will sit for hours in a window and look complacently at the rain inches from their nose.

You can see that my mind was still wandering with the delirium of jet lag. I looked through the Herald-Tribune, the paper in which more central European intellectuals die than any other, and I had two cups of coffee. Then I took out my sketchbook and my drawing pen, and tried to make a picture of the stubby trees. I have only been drawing for two years and I am not very satisfied with my work at this point, but the idea behind the drawing was what’s important: the idea that I sat in this place and drew those trees, therefore seeing them more completely than if I had simply looked at them. I paid the waiter and made my way through the back streets to the Majestic Hotel. I had an appointment to interview Isabella Rossellini at 8 A.M. I was going to meet her in the room of Renee Furst, the most powerful American press agent at Cannes, and we, no doubt, would have more coffee, although I would not tell her about the cave.
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THERE IS A CURIOUS STORY about Isabella Rossellini. When she was a teenager, she contracted some kind of rare disease, and had to be put into a plaster body cast for eighteen months. She told me the story one day a couple of years ago. While she was in the cast she was confined to her room, flat on her back, looking up at the ceiling, unable to move. At first her parents and her twin sister were filled with attention, bringing her books and magazines and supplying her with gossip, but as the months passed their attention drifted elsewhere. They came to see her, but not so often, and the strangest thing was, Isabella did not miss them. Her attention faded and she passed into a reverie, night not much different from day, nothing of very much importance.

“When they cut me out of the cast after all that time,” she said, “I missed it. I felt exposed and insecure without it. At night, I would crawl into the two halves of my cast and sleep with it around me, for security. Wherever I went, the cast went with me. My mother was furious because there was plaster dust everywhere. Finally we moved, and when we unpacked, the cast was nowhere to be found. My mother explained that the maid had probably lost it. The maid never lost anything in her life.”

WHEN ISABELLA ROSSELLINI visits the Cannes Film Festival, does she ever see ghosts? This was where her mother, Ingrid Bergman, was received in triumph after being banished from Hollywood, and where her father, Roberto Rossellini, began his career by winning the Grand Prix with Open City, and ended it as the president of the jury, a few days before his death in 1977. In the 1940s and 1950s the Rossellinis were the first family of European cinema, and little Isabella and her twin sister sometimes came along to play on the beaches and try on the captain’s hat when everybody went yachting.

Now she was here to present the first Rossellini Award, which will be given every year to those who persist, despite everything, in believing that the cinema need not be held hostage to greed. The first winner was Britain’s Channel 4, which underwrote such interesting films as Letter to Brezhnev and My Beautiful Laundrette. Passing through the chaos of Renee Furst’s room, where publicity campaigns were being marshalled on behalf of half a dozen films, I found Rossellini sitting at a table on the balcony, overlooking the sea.

I knew she had been up very late last night, because I had seen her at Menahem’s party. Now she seemed sleepy and held her coffee cup with both hands and blew across the top of it, and looked beautiful, not a speck of makeup, her hair blowing in the wind. Her lips are perfectly shaped, like her mother’s, and she possesses the one quality of female beauty about which Gene Siskel and I agree: She has a full lower lip. We have a little list: Nastassja Kinski, Rosanna Arquette, Cyd Charisse, Ingrid Bergman, Isabella Rossellini, you see how it goes, one fabulous lower lip after another.

She was the star of one of this year’s selections. Norman Mailer’s Tough Guys Don’t Dance, but it was still early in the festival and another film was on my mind: David Lynch’s Blue Velvet, which was released in October 1986 and quickly became the year’s most controversial film, hated by some, loved by many, agreed by everyone to be out of the ordinary. I wanted to talk with her about it because I had harbored strange feelings about the film, and my opinion of it, ever since I saw it premiered at the Telluride Film Festival.

It was clear from the opening frames that it was a brilliant movie, and as it continued I became more convinced that David Lynch, its director, was one of the few new filmmakers who could be counted upon to produce important work in the years to come. (Here we could make another list, of the key newcomers among directors: Jonathan Demme, Gregory Nava, Alex Cox, Fred Schepisi, perhaps Jim Jarmusch, but now you see how much more interesting lower lips are.) I sat in the theater at Telluride and appreciated the film intellectually, but it was depositing something cold and unhappy in the pit of my stomach, and when the film was over I felt that I admired it, but I hated it. I felt Lynch had taken advantage of Rossellini, leaving her in one harrowing scene to stand naked on a lawn, publicly humiliated, in an image that seemed to break the illusion of fiction and edge over into uncomfortable documentary.

The film was set in a small American town named Lumberton, where unspeakable practices went on behind closed doors. Lynch counterpointed those horrors with a chirpy, satirical view of the city, whose teenage population seemed modeled on Archie, Veronica, and Jughead. In the movie’s most unforgettable scene, Isabella Rossellini and Dennis Hopper engaged in savage, cruel sex—and then, outside their closed room in cheerful Lumberton, the jokes started again. I felt that Lynch was hedging his bets, putting in the satire to take the edge off the perversion—that he had hung Rossellini out to dry while keeping his own distance. I wondered what she thought about that.

I TOOK MY SEAT opposite Isabella and asked her what she was doing up at such an hour, and she said she couldn’t sleep anyway, jet lag you know, and I said I knew, blah, blah, sharing that absolute democracy which fatigue permits between those who might otherwise be wary.

“I know that some people thought that, yes, the film took advantage of me,” Rossellini said. “You were concerned for me? I heard you thought David took advantage of me. It is sort of touching. I could not read a single word written about the film, because it was so difficult. People had a right to be troubled. But I knew if I began to read about the film, I would get too devastated. For a week or two after I see something critical of myself, I’m destroyed. Then it all goes away and I’m okay again. So I spare myself.”

“I was not critical of you,” I said. “It took a lot of courage to do what you did in the film. What bothers me was the context—what Lynch surrounded your courage with.”

Her coffee was still hot but she sipped it anyway, and made a face. “I don’t believe one could do that role of Dorothy, take off her clothes and put herself in situations like that unless one sees something in the film that overcomes that embarrassment,” she said. “The movie is a trip into the mind. It is about victimism and femininity. I felt I had to accept the script without compromise. It was a little bit hard when the movie came out; a lot of people were upset. Now I think people accept it as a serious film.”

“At the time,” I recalled, “there was talk that you had jeopardized your modeling contract with Lancôme by agreeing to do the sordid sex scenes.”

“I knew the film might bring me some difficulty in my modeling work,” she said, “and the people around me were opposed to my doing it. But I’ve very rarely felt something so strongly: I wanted to do this film, no matter what. I also believe, as an optimist, that if you go through life always fearing the consequences, you end up not doing anything.”

JUST THERE, I thought, I heard echoes of the voices of Ingrid Bergman and Roberto Rossellini, who did not fear the consequences, and who followed their hearts not only in their personal lives but also professionally—Rossellini braving the scorn of the film world by turning to television in his last fifteen years, to do historical projects that would have been uncommercial in theaters. There seemed to be a family inclination to follow where the heart led, regardless of public opinion.

“My agents told me, you can’t do this, it will be the end of your career,” she said. “Not only modeling, but you will also destroy your commercial film career in America.” She laughed. “I had only made two films in America, so it would not be a big change in my life. My contract with Lancôme was going to expire anyway, it was only a matter of a month; they knew David Lynch was an important director and they didn’t try to stop me, and then after the film was well received, they renewed my contract for two more years. If the film had been a scandal, maybe they wouldn’t have done it. Who knows? It was not part of my decision. So many events in life make people so upset, and then two or three years later everybody has forgotten.”

“Was that something you learned from your parents?”

“It could be that I have the spirit of my parents. One does what one is taught.”

“The second time I came to Cannes,” I said, “your father was the president of the jury.”

“Yes. He died just a short time afterwards.” She smiled. “You know, he didn’t like a lot of attention. I remember one time he was asked to go on Italian television and just say a word or two, not more than a minute, to introduce one of his films. He was terrified. He decided he needed a director. He called up his friend, Vittorio De Sica, to come over and coach him. Of course all of the Neo-Realists believed that anyone can play at least one role in a movie—himself. So it should have been easy for my father. But after a few hours De Sica gave up, threw up his hands, and said it was impossible. My father could not relax and be himself. De Sica said there was only one possibility. My father should take our family dog and hold him in his arms while he was speaking. Perhaps that would relax him. And so there he was, that night on television, introducing his film while the dog licked his face.”

She laughed, just as Renee Furst walked out onto the balcony to announce that it was time to go downstairs for a press conference in the hotel dining room.

“The Mailer film?” I asked.

“No,” Rossellini said, and laughed again. “It is for Little Red Riding Hood, a children’s film I have made for Cannon.”

“You get eaten by the wolf?”

“No, no,” she said. “I’m the mother. You know, the one who prepares the basket.”

DOWNSTAIRS in the Majestic lobby, I ran into Menahem Golan, who also looked tired, and had exchanged his running suit for a black warm-up jacket with a big Cannon logo on the back. He was on his way to the Majestic dining room to host Rossellini’s press conference.

“Most studio chiefs send their publicists to handle press conferences,” I told him. “You always seem to be everywhere in person.”

“I have to sign the check. Did you like Rumpelstiltskin last night?”

“It is a classic story,” I said.

“The best in our series is The Beauty and the Beast. You must not miss it.”

“Another fairy story.”

“A horror story. All fairy stories are horror stories. What else can you call it, when the wolf wants to eat grandmother?”

I WALKED over to the Majestic gardens, took a table poolside, in the shade, and ordered an espresso. The first of the day’s topless beauties was taking up her position on the marble slabs leading down to the water, and I remembered the moment, seven or eight years ago, in that chair right over there by the palm tree, when Billy (Silver Dollar) Baxter was in the middle of a long story about his new system for winning at roulette, and a topless blonde walked up behind his chair and stood there, looking for somebody, and Billy waved his arms and looked around and found himself staring directly at her nipple. “Good afternoon, Miss,” he told her, “I’ll take the one with the pink nose.”
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I paged through the morning edition of Screen International. It was time, I decided, to pick the entries for my Blood-Sucking Monkeys Contest. This is an annual competition I stage for my own amusement, using the ads in the trade dailies. The idea is to find an exploitation movie with a title to equal Blood-Sucking Monkeys of Forest Lawn. I paged idly through the paper and found Surf Nazis Must Die, Assault of the Killer Bimbos, Space Sluts in the Slammer, Slave Girls from Beyond Infinity, Treasure of the Moon Goddess, Dogs in Space (described in the press material as “set in 1979 among the different sorts of characters that were around at that time”), I Was a Teenage TV Terrorist, and Curse of the Cannibal Confederates (“Confederate soldiers rise from their graves and chase six young people on a camping trip”).

WALKING DOWN THE RUE D’ANTIBES, I almost walked right past Rex Reed, standing in front of Les Ambassadeurs multiplex. He had just seen a film, Matador, and he said it wasn’t at all bad. I said I had just come from the Majestic. People are always having these conversations at Cannes: “I just came from the Majestic.” “I just came from the Carlton.” Reed said I had missed a big night Friday at the Majestic Bar: Richard Brooks, Mel Gibson, Norman Mailer, and Brian Dennehy, “who said the two of you got smashed together on the plane from London.”

“Not likely,” I said.

“He said you were both smashed all the way.”

“He kept saying we should have a few pops together. Maybe he was projecting.”

“He kept ordering double scotches all over the Majestic and leaving them on the table.”

“He just flew in all the way from Australia.”

“Jet lag,” Rex said. “Have you looked at some of the prices? A club sandwich at the Majestic is $35. A Perrier costs $10. One couple had two salads and a bottle of wine and it came to $300. Even a few years ago when the dollar was so low, things weren’t this bad. I’m not even staying at the Majestic this year. They gave away my old room. I went to the concierge and I reminded him of all the years I’d stayed there, and you know what he wanted? He wanted $2,000 under the table, just for a room. I told him I was very sorry.”

TIME FOR A MOVIE. I walked on down the rue d’Antibes, past the smart little dress shops and the tabacs, past Le Petit Carlton, the famous late-night bar where the wild-eyed-genius directors, the Werner Herzogs and Dusan Makavejevs, can be found after midnight. I turned back toward the sea and went to the old Palais for the Quinzaine screening of Un Zoo, La Nuit, a Canadian film noir about an ex-con who comes home to find that half the drug dealers in Montreal are looking for the money he hid before going into jail.

On the lam, the hero has a final reunion with his old father, who is dying, and who was once a great hunter. And in the film’s penultimate scene (a scene that could have been written, filmed, and perhaps even conceived of only in Canada), the ex-con goes to his father’s bedside in the hospital, gives him cocaine for the first time, and shows him home movies of a moose. The old man is moved, although puzzled (“You’re full of surprises,” he tells his son). Then a better idea overtakes the hero: He will put his father into a wheelchair, smuggle him out of the hospital and into the zoo, and there the father will at last be able to shoot a moose before he dies. But the local zoo has no moose. “Bastards!” shouts the young man. Then he sees an elephant and gets a better idea. After his father shoots the elephant (named Rex), the hero takes a Polaroid of the old man with one foot on the elephant’s tusk, and shows the photo to the old man’s friends after his death.

TO LATE LUNCH on the Majestic Beach, presided over by Renee Furst, who also represented this film. The director of Un Zoo, La Nuit was Jean-Claude Lauzon, an intense young French-Canadian who talked quickly, urgently, saying he spent time as an observer at the American Film Institute after they would not accept him as a student.

“The people they accepted as students all had only one idea,” he said. “To make a big hit film and get rich. They would suggest story ideas and I would say, ‘I have seen that film already.’ I became very unpopular. When the whole purpose of people’s lives is to rip off the past by finding new ways to combine the elements of hit films, the idea of originality is very unwelcome. In any event, it is style, not subject, that makes a film worth seeing. Godard has said there are only seven films.”

This was all very true. It did no harm to pick up stalks of fresh asparagus, and dip them into vinaigrette as Jean-Claude spoke. The contradiction at Cannes is that serious matters of art and cinema are discussed in such unserious settings. Right over Lauzon’s shoulder, for example, right there on the beach, were three young women without bikini tops. While Jean-Claude spoke, my gaze drifted toward them. While I spoke, he turned to see where I was looking. Then we shared a brief silence during which neither of us perhaps thought of Jean-Luc Godard.
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THERE ARE OFTEN LITTLE GAMES of critical one-upmanship among the press in the festival’s early days, as we attempt to discuss those parts of a film we actually remember seeing, while finessing the parts we possibly slept through. This can lead down tortuous paths, as it did, for example, during this very luncheon. I was seated under the umbrellas at the sunny beach restaurant with much of the American press corps: Richard Corliss of Time; his wife Mary of the Musuem of Modern Art; Annette Insdorf, a bubbly Yale professor who has become indispensable to several festivals because she can translate movie talk in many languages; Rex Reed; Joe Leydon of the Houston Post; Jay Scott and Bruce Kirkland from Toronto; Jay Carr of the Boston Globe; Carrie Rickey of the Philadelphia Inquirer; Dave Kehr of the Chicago Tribune; Kathleen Carroll of the New York Daily News; Jeannie Williams of USA Today; and Jack Matthews of the LA Times (the list gives you an idea of why studios bring films to Cannes; with one shot, they can equal the impact of a national publicity tour).

As it happened, I was in a strong position at this luncheon, because I had been awake for very nearly the whole of Un Zoo, La Nuit. That allowed me to engage in some subtle conversationmanship, as for example:

Self: What’d you think of the film?

Sleepy-eyed rival critic, pouring rosé wine into his glass: Sort of a Canadian film noir, eh? Two years after cocaine has become passé in American films, it’s just getting to Canada.

Self: It seemed a little overwrought . . .

Rival critic: Everybody has seen Diva and “Miami Vice.” They’re all trying to be the next Michael Mann.

Self: What about that scene where they shot the elephant?

Rival: Excuse me?

Self: You remember, where he took his old man to the zoo and they shot an elephant?

Rival: How do you think that was meant to be taken?

Self: Literally, I suppose.

Rival: What else have you seen that you liked?

MY FAVORITE CASE of conversationmanship occurred some years ago after a Korean film, The Castle and the Rose, was shown (at the Chicago festival, but it’s a good story, so what the hell). This was a film said to break new ground in Korea, because it dealt for the first time with homosexuality. The film was further remarkable for having been shot outdoors on indoor sets, so that the interiors of rooms were lit by the sun. This caused some striking effects, as when the characters cast stark shadows on the furniture, and talked with plumes of frost on their breath.

In the film, the heroine’s husband has run away to St. Louis, Missouri (invariably referred to in the film as “St. Louis, Missouri”) and, at the time the story opens, has not been heard from in some time. The heroine and her daughter worry about him at great length, and look at his photograph in the family album, until one day the husband turns up again. He has clearly been to St. Louis, since he is wearing a bright red plaid Pendleton shirt and smoking a pipe. He announces he has become a homosexual. There is great lamentation from his family.

At this point in the screening, Gene Siskel slipped quickly down the aisle for a visit to the men’s room. While he was gone, the heroine went into her bedroom, where, in a scene that brought gasps of disbelief from everyone in the theater, she undressed and had sex with her poodle. Then she dressed, dried her eyes, and went back in the living room, just in time for Siskel to return from the men’s room.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked.

“Only the wife having sex with her dog,” I said.

“Very funny.”

SURF NAZIS MUST DIE was a title that had intrigued several members of the press corps, and after lunch we made our way to Les Ambassadeurs, where it was screening at 3:30. The film took place in post-earthquake California, where an apocalypse was being waged between Nazi beach thugs and surfing Samurais. The movie was preceded by its coming attractions trailer, which had a narrative energy lacking in the film itself. I walked out after thirty minutes. Especially in the Cannes Marketplace, it is important to remember Brotman’s Law, named for the Chicago exhibitor who once told me, “If nothing has happened by the end of the first reel, nothing is going to happen.”

Standing outside the theater, I shared computer tips with Joe Leydon, boasting that this year I wouldn’t have any problems because I’d signed up for a National User’s Identification Number and could log onto MCI Mail with a local telephone call. My boasting was premature. Back at the Hotel Splendid, I wrote a couple of stories and tried to transmit them, but I had no luck in accessing the French TRANSPAC system, although I dialed it again and again, compulsively, trying first one method and then another, encouraged at last when I was able to get one of their error messages—at least that meant I had gotten through.

THERE WAS TIME to slip into one of the additional marketplace screenings for A Man in Love, the Kurys film I had wisely skipped the night before. It starred Peter Coyote, an underappreciated actor who specializes in underappreciated films, as an egotistical and troubled American actor brought to Italy to star in the story of Cesar Pavese’s life. Greta Scacchi played an actress hired to play one of Pavese’s last lovers, and the subplot involved her dying mother (Claudia Cardinale), her alcoholic father, Coyote’s domineering wife, and his loyal lapdog of an employee (Peter Reichert) who spent his days trying to keep the actor out of trouble.

The film got off to a shaky start. One early scene took place on the set for the movie within the movie, and had Scacchi’s drunken father turning up to demand an interview with Coyote. Scacchi is at first aloof toward her father and then insulted by the way he is treated, and her change of emotional gears was handled so awkwardly by Kurys that the movie almost sank then and there. But, surprisingly, it recovered, and developed into a more subtle story than its early scenes gave any hint of. At various times in the film I thought the title referred to Coyote’s love for Scacchi. Then to her father’s love for her mother. Then to the assistant’s love for Coyote. Finally, after the Coyote character was developed into a classic portrait of a man who uses romantic self-aggrandizement as an excuse for allowing his moral decisions to be made by his genitals, I realized the title referred to his feelings for himself.

TO DINNER at a Moroccan restaurant, opposite the train station and only three blocks from the Croisette, but a whole world away from the festival. Then to the zoo of the Majestic Bar. Reed’s report of ten-dollar Perrier was on the high side; a bottle was only three dollars. Norman Mailer, a member of this year’s jury, moved like a stately liner back and forth through the room. Brian Dennehy appeared before me, affable, expansive: “I’ve been drunk for three days. Who knows what’s happened? When I see someone who looks vaguely familiar, I apologize. I tell them, Jeez, I was an asshole last night. Usually they agree.” He said Chicago was the best fucking city in the world and he was going to buy a house and move there.

One of the pastimes at the Majestic is identifying people who look like stars but are not. Lisa Bonet, for example, was not at the bar, but her lookalike was getting a lot of attention, in an unbuttoned sheer red blouse. I observed, looking around the room, that the female bosom was back in fashion this year, after several years in the dark. Plunging necklines were the official female costume. I reflected on this development. As a boy growing up in downstate Illinois, I had paged with fascination through magazines ranging from Life to Confidential, all filled with photographs of movie actresses with plunging necklines. Such bold public displays thrilled me immeasurably, but by the time I became a movie critic and frequented places like the Cannes Film Festival, the bosom had been covered up by the women’s movement. I had a vague sense of having missed out on an era. In my mind were images of Bogie and Baby in evening wear in the Stork Club, but my reality as an interviewer was more likely to be Rosanna Arquette in blue jeans, eating alfalfa sprouts in a health food restaurant in Malibu.

I sat in the middle of the chaos, quietly, unobserved, while Roger the bar manager pounded the cash register and his waiters moved sideways through the crowd with Camparis and scotches, espressos and citron presses. I remembered how it used to be, back in the days before they built the new Palais across the street. The Majestic in those years was at the far end of the Croisette, and the bar was a quiet place of retreat from the madness of the Carlton Terrace. Billy (Silver Dollar) Baxter held court here night after night, and I remembered the night that a Toronto lawyer named Dusty Cohl turned up, very late, with David Crombie, the mayor of Toronto. Baxter believed that all waiters everywhere in the world would answer to the name “Irving.” So he shouted “Irving! We got the mayor here! Bring me the head manager.” The assistant manager appeared. “Assistant?” Baxter shouted. “Dusty, send this guy home and get me the assistant fucking mayor.”

I walked out of the hotel and stopped in the moonlight of the Majestic driveway. Norman Mailer appeared out of the night, complaining that he could not talk about any of the movies: “The jury is under a gag rule. We can’t discuss anything in competition. Since I view movies primarily in order to be able to talk about them, this is very frustrating.”

“Have you seen anything out of competition?”

“I’ve just seen some of Raising Arizona. It was a full house and it gave them some occasion to laugh.”

We stood in the night air, everyone exhausted, reluctant to call it a day. Carrie Rickey came along and told the joke about the producer who couldn’t decide which of the three starlets to marry. Mailer told the joke about the IRS guy who asked the rabbi if Mr. Steinberg really gave $40,000 to the synagogue last year. I told the one about the guy who woke up and saw a gorilla in the tree outside his window. Sally Kellerman, blonde and giggling, walked out of the night with Henry Jaglom, the director of her new picture, Someone to Love. She said she was in town for the whole week.

“We skipped the movie tonight and had dinner instead,” she said. “Something about a moose.”

I SPENT HOURS ON SUNDAY trying to get my computer to interface with MCI Mail. I’d written three stories and wanted to send them home, and in the United States this would have been a matter of making a local call anywhere and hooking into MCI. But the European telephone systems are greedy, and charge an arm and a leg for the privilege of using their phones to conduct your own business. The French are especially greedy. A temporary user’s permit in England cost me £25 ($40) last January, for which I could dial a number and plug into MCI. The same privilege in France cost $362. And yet I was not successful. I read the crudely mimeographed letter of “instructions” that had been sent out by “M. Guerard,” in Paris, and tried again and again to do what he seemed to be suggesting I do. No luck. The problem with almost all telecommunications instructions involving computers, of course, is that one or more crucial steps is taken for granted.

Downstairs in the hotel lobby, Madame Cagnet, the proprietor of the Splendid, listened sympathetically, as she has year after year, to my computer problems. Sometimes she must wonder to herself why I do not simply shoot the computer, or myself, and be done with it. She agreed to send my stories out via the hotel’s Telex system, which was expensive but at least reliable, and then I walked across to the Palais, planning to see Peter Greenaway’s The Belly of an Architect, the film for which Brian Dennehy had flown all the way from Australia.

The Palais was guarded by thin-lipped security experts, who are veterans of the annual tradition of bomb threats, and by ushers in matching uniforms, whose duty is to lock the doors to a screening until a riot is threatened, and then open them briefly so that hundreds or thousands of people can try to crush through them. This seems like a dangerous and illogical system of crowd control, but actually it is inspired by the French national attitude toward queues—which is that they are intended for chumps, preferably English-speaking ones. The Americans and British at Cannes dutifully stand in line for everything, and the French habitually walk right past the line and in through the door. If you protest, you get the sort of blank look they reserve for the lower orders. They seem to think that anyone stupid enough to stand in line deserves to be made to wait.

Over the years, this has become a personal issue with me. I become hyperalert to anyone who is trying to push ahead of me, and on occasion make loud protests. But the French simply do not understand. Alexander Walker, the film critic of the London Evening Standard, once explained to me: “The reason we British have the word queue is that the French had no further need of it.”

There is always a certain hysteria anyway when people are crowded up at the door of a screening at Cannes, especially a press screening. Many of them absolutely must see a given film in order to write about it, or interview someone in it, and so they arrive early so they can spend half an hour gazing through glass doors at imperturbable guards inside. Finally the guards open the doors, responding to some festival timetable not discernible to anyone else, and then people push violently toward the opening. One year the crush was so bad at the premiere of Bertolucci’s 1900 that a man was literally pushed through a plate glass window. Alexander Walker had a door slammed on his hand in 1979, while trying to show his press card to one of the uniformed goons. I personally set some sort of unique record, by failing to ever successfully attend a Henry Jaglom film at Cannes. The doors were slammed in my face four different years, and at the premiere of Can She Bake a Cherry Pie?, Jaglom saw me at the back of the crowd, moved forward confidently to use his director’s clout to get me in, and heard the doors slam shut behind him.

INSIDE THE PALAIS, I decided to check with the telecommunications center and see if anyone there could advise me on my computer difficulties. A warm and helpful woman told me she would be right back with a man who could answer all of my questions, and disappeared. I spent some time sketching the people in the pressroom, and then realized that I had missed the beginning of The Belly of an Architect. This was not a crisis because I could see it in the States, and it was doubtful anyway that my editors wanted a story about it. (“You can review the movies when they open,” I was once told. “We don’t send you all the way over there to write movie reviews.” By which they meant, get us interviews with stars, movie stars—and lots of them. The journalist at Cannes sometimes feels like Frank Buck, the host of the old radio program “Bring ’em Back Alive.”)

WITH NOTHING IN PARTICULAR to cover, I wandered down to the display floor of the Marché du Film, below street level, where distributors, wholesalers, and national film commissions rent space for their booths. Walking up and down the aisles is a surrealist experience. Hundreds of TV sets are playing videotapes of Rambo clones in two dozen different languages, and the walls are plastered with garish posters of movies you somehow doubt ever have, or ever will, be made. It was in an obscure backwater of this circus, a few years ago, that I met Ken Hartford, the man who sells movies by the pound. He struck me then as the most honest man at Cannes, and I have had no reason to revise that opinion.

“I’ve got about 140 movies here this year,” he explained to me. “I’ll sell a guy as many as he wants. For Greece, you want eighty movies? I got ’em. For Turkey, you want twelve? Here they are. Back up your car and we’ll load up the trunk. I own the rights to every one of these movies—lock, stock and barrel—and I give you a guarantee to prove it.”

We were sitting in his booth, around the corner from the Hungarians and down the way from New Zealand. It was not a prepossessing booth. It consisted of a folding table, some chairs, lots of posters, and a TV set showing something named Zombies of the Dead Unknown.

“Basically, I sell crap,” he said cheerfully. If he seemed a little detached about the films he sold, maybe that was because he bought and sold most of them without ever actually seeing them. In many issues of Variety, the show-biz bible, you can see his little ads down there in the corners of the back pages:

Wanted! Complete feature films! I will buy your film unseen!

Ken Hartford is the buyer of last resort for film producers who have a turkey on their hands and no place to unload it. His company, Cinevid, is the elephants’ graveyard of bad movies.

“If it’s an action movie, a thriller, a horror picture, we buy it sight unseen,” he told me. “If it’s some kinda drama, some picture with a lot of dialogue, we might want to look at it first, to make sure it’s not all talk. The key is the title. The right title will sell anything. I’m great at titles. How about Curse of the Doom Monsters? How about Death Wish Club? How do you like The Incredible Strange Creatures? After we come up with the title, we commission an artist to do new artwork for the film. Basically, we’ll be selling these films in cassette form to foreign markets. My artist does a picture but he leaves off the title, so the local guy can put in his own title in the local native tongue.”

“How many of these movies,” I asked him, “have you personally seen?”

“Personally? Seen? I dunno. Not too many. Probably less than 10 percent.”

“But you have the artist look at them, before he does his artwork?"

“You kidding? These artists are expensive guys. They make good money. I’m not going to pay them to sit around watching movies all day.”

“Then how do they know what to draw?”

“They read the synopsis.”

“I get it. You pay somebody to watch the movie and write a synopsis.”

“Not necessarily. In some cases, perhaps.”

“If I understand you correctly,” I said, “you buy a film sight unseen. You give it a title. A synopsis is created for it, which has no necessary connection to the film itself. Then a guy does the artwork and you ship it off to the Third World.”

[image: image]

Hartford was nodding and beaming. “What difference does it make?” he said. “The beauty is, the guy buys his cassette, he takes it home, it’s his. He’s got a real movie there. It’s got action, it’s got adventure. If he doesn’t like it, that’s his problem. He bought it sight unseen. Just like we bought it sight unseen. He takes the same chance we do.”

BACK AT THE MAJESTIC, I had an appointment for lunch with the winners of a contest run by the Sun-Times. If you could outguess my Oscar predictions, you could win a free trip to Cannes. The winner was a librarian from the University of Wisconsin and her husband, a film historian, and we sat in the blinding sunshine, poolside at the Majestic, before artichokes and fresh asparagus, entrecôte and pommes frites, espresso and Evian water, occasionally stealing a glance from out of the shade of our beach umbrella at the beautiful young women who were sunbathing topless a few yards away. Breasts are another thing the French never seem to notice. Breasts and queues. The British notice them. The Americans notice them. We notice it when a woman takes off her bikini top in public, or when somebody gets ahead of us in line. We notice these things. The French are oblivious. What queue? I’ll take the one with the pink nose.

BILLY (SILVER DOLLAR) BAXTER is the most interesting character I’ve ever met at Cannes, and indeed he helped introduce me to the festival. The first time that I walked into the Majestic Bar in 1977, I had little notion of how anything worked, except that however it worked, I could not afford it. Everybody was very slick and European and rich, and they all knew each other, and they belonged in a movie by Antonioni and I belonged in one with Huntz Hall. I was standing inside the door of the bar, looking at the beautiful people, when I heard a voice, loud and clear, not six feet from me:

Irving! Brang ’em on!

I turned and saw a man with silver hair, a complexion pink as a baby’s skin, a yellow golf shirt, a Marlboro gimme hat, blue jeans, Hush Puppies, and a diamond-studded belt buckle as big as a paperback book.

Irving! Brang ’em on! Johnny Walker! Red label! Generous portion! Clean glass! Pas de soda! Pas de ice! And clean up this shit and get some olives and potato chips over here, on the double!

Billy saw me in the doorway. He was sitting with Kathleen Carroll, the film critic of the New York Daily News, and she told him who I was.

“Roger Eggplant!” he shouted. “Have a seat! Irving!”

In America, Billy Baxter might perhaps have been considered loud, even rude. In France, he had found the way around the French tendency to ignore or patronize visiting speakers of English. He was so loud, so outrageous, and so uninhibited that there was only one thing to do with him, and that was to serve him, so that he would shut up. After a few years, the Majestic waiters actually seemed to develop an affection for Baxter; other customers might tip better, but none tipped more visibly, or demanded more service. Perhaps they could identify with Billy’s chutzpah more than with the smarmy ingratiations of the Americans who are intimidated by Cannes and actually try to be nice to the waiters.

For several years, until he finally stopped attending Cannes in 1984, Billy Baxter was the epicenter of the festival for many people. His gift was that he cut through the crap. Snotty foreign directors, uncertain exactly who he was, allowed themselves to be led by the elbow or sometimes by the ear to a table where Billy would introduce them to obscure film critics, would-be starlets, and maître d’s from restaurants he had visited earlier that evening. In the casinos of Cannes, Billy explained his various unbeatable systems to anyone who would listen, and once caused a crisis at the Casino des Fleurs when he walked out with a forty-thousand franc chip in his pocket. The administration of the casino sent a croupier in a tuxedo into the bar of the Majestic to ask Billy to cash in the chip so that they could balance their books for the night, and Billy tried to buy the man a drink while explaining that he planned to keep the chip as a memento and have it laminated and turned into a belt buckle.

I STILL DO NOT FULLY UNDERSTAND how Baxter convinced Lord Lew Grade, then the millionaire boss of England’s largest film conglomerate, to take Billy and a group of his friends on the inaugural cruise of his lordship’s brand new yacht. But there are a lot of things I do not understand about Silver Dollar Baxter, one of them being how a character from out of the pages of Damon Runyon could survive and even flourish in these pale days of ordinary people.

Silver Dollar Baxter got his nickname because for many years he arrived at Cannes with two thousand American silver dollars, which he bestowed as tips. “You think this is something?” he once explained. “You shoulda seen what I paid in air freight to get them over here. I gotta send them in advance, because you try to get through customs with two thousand silver dollars, you’re gonna be explaining things for hours. My banker handles it.”

“Do you call your banker Irving?”

“Yeah. Irving Trust.”

Baxter’s silver dollars are still held as lucky charms in the pockets of many of the waiters in Cannes, who have waited in vain in recent years for his return. At the Majestic, he brought excitement to the room. Even during the darkest days of the twenty-five-cent franc, when a round of drinks at the Majestic could easily run $100, Billy grabbed the checks. So great was his generosity that certain other customers began to take his hospitality for granted, and would sign his room number to their bar bills. To stop such fraud, Billy appeared at the 1982 festival with a small rubber stamp, which reproduced his signature and added underneath, “none genuine without this mark.”
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Billy’s genius was to boldly cut through bureaucracy with his own loud personality. In 1980, he pulled off his single greatest stunt by issuing his own credentials to the festival. This was in connection with a Cannes television special that he had convinced Lord Grade to underwrite.

“These guys over here are all hung up on anything that looks official,” he said. “They issue you a permit to take a shit. But half of the guards can’t read, and besides, they don’t got the time, because there’s always a riot going on.”

Taking advantage of this situation, Billy had a New York job shop print up dozens of official-looking credentials for the “World International Television Network” (“I shoulda added ‘Global,’” he moaned). He attached the photographs of his friends to the cards, had the cards laminated, and strung them on a chain so they could hang it around their necks. Only guards with sharp eyes might be expected to read the personal details on the cards, and learn that each and every one of Billy’s friends was exactly the same height, weight, and age, and had the same hair and eye color. Billy signed all of the credentials himself. “What this document certifies,” he chortled, “is that it is worn by the bearer.” I still have mine. It got me into screenings where the guards were waving away people with genuine tickets.

BILLY HAD A GENIUS for sweeping up people who had no idea who he was, and introducing them to other people he wanted to meet. “Sir Lord!” he boomed one night to Lord Grade, “meet Miss Boop-a-Doop-a-Dee from Venezuela.” Instead of remembering names, he often simply improvised them, along with identities, credits, and national origin. “She directed the winning film in last year’s festival. That’s why she gets to come to the bar in her underwear.”

Miss Boop-a-Doop-a-Dee was, in fact, Edy Williams, the starlet who has become famous for traveling all the way to Cannes every year to take off her clothes while standing in the public fountains. Lord Grade looked prepared to believe that she was a director from Venezuela. Indeed, he looked prepared to believe almost anything about her. The only thing the seventy-five-year-old lord couldn’t believe was that he had walked into the Majestic bar.

“Irving!” Baxter shouted, beginning his unvarying litany. “Brang ’em on! Johnny Walker! Red Label! Generous portion! Clean glass! Pas de soda! Pas de ice! And clean up this shit!”—his arm indicating a glass table piled high with Xeroxes of Edy’s latest press clippings. Baxter settled down next to Grade, accepted the offer of one of the lord’s foot-long cigars, rubber-stamped the bill, and fell into deep conversation. Whatever Baxter said to Lord Grade that night was sufficient, apparently, for the lord to agree that Baxter and his friends were the natural choices as guests for the inaugural cruise of his yacht, scheduled in two days.

I WENT ALONG ON THAT CRUISE, and the memory of it is still a wonderment to me. Spare me the stories of the great con men of the past; I ate Lord Grade’s fresh strawberries and listened to his stories because Silver Dollar Baxter had worked his magic.

The morning after whispering in his lordship’s ear and rubber-stamping his bar bill, Billy settled down in the Majestic bar to compose a personal note to Grade. “Dear Lord Lew,” he wrote. “Here is a list of the people you should invite to your yacht on Sunday. All good people. [Signed] B.B.” He licked the flap of the envelope and sealed it. “Signed with the sign of the Double B,” he said. “My personal voucher that his lordship is gonna enjoy their acquaintanceship.”

The next morning, Billy was pacing nervously up and down in front of the Majestic, scanning the boulevard for signs of Grade’s rented limousines.

“Rex Reed originally said he didn’t know if he could make it,” Baxter said. “He says he’s gotta interview Monica Vitti, for chrissakes. I told him he can interview her any year but this is his lordship’s inaugural cruise.”

“Do you mean the yacht hasn’t sailed before?”

“Naw. It’s twenty years old—back when they made real yachts. I mean Lord Lew bought it yesterday, so he hasn’t seen it yet. We’re all gonna be walking up and down the harbor, looking for the right boat, so anyway, it’s nine o’clock this morning and my phone rings, and it’s Sexy Rexy wanting to know when we sail. Here come the limos now.”

We all piled in—the usual crew of film critics like Kathleen Carroll, Rex Reed, Andrew Sarris, Molly Haskell, Alexander Walker, and the Corlisses, all ready for our audience with the man who had made Voyage of the Damned, Jesus of Nazareth, and Love and Bullets. It was possible that not a single one of us had ever admired any film Grade had produced, with the exception of The Muppet Movie.

We drove down the Croisette and twenty miles along the coast, past the Hôtel du Cap d’Antibes, and toward the yacht harbor at Antibes. Billy provided a running commentary: “In terms of the status order, first you got the guys in town in rooms costing merely $250 a day. Then you got the guys out here, who are so big they don’t even go into town. To come all the way to the Cannes Film Festival and never even set foot in Cannes—that’s class. Then what you get, up at the top of the heap, is guys like Lord Lew, who buy a yacht for a few million and anchor it offshore, but close enough in so the big shots at the Hôtel du Cap can see it and eat their hearts out. You get any bigger than that, you’re Niarchos, you float in with your private navy. Look at that!” He pointed to an elegant villa at the edge of the sea. “That used to be Jack Warner’s house. Now they’re having picnics on his private beach. He’d kill ‘em!”

The limos pulled up to the harbor, and there was Grade, pacing nervously by his gangplank. He was wearing gray flannel trousers, a blue blazer, and a Panama hat. In his hand was one of the twenty-five-dollar cigars he fancies from the vaults of Davidoff’s on Jermyn Street.

“I was growing nervous,” Grade said. “I thought perhaps you hadn’t been able to find the yacht.”

“You kidding?” Baxter asked. “A yacht this size, you could fire off a machine gun.”

Baxter led his parade of film critics aboard, and held an inspection of the ship’s crew, which was standing at attention. “Any of you guys named Irving?” he asked. He passed out free flight bags that said “American Express Travel Service” on them.

For an hour or two, we wandered the yacht while it sailed near the shore from Antibes to Cannes. Grade spoke of his latest project to Richard Corliss: “The Muppet Movie. I have the biggest stars. Charles Bronson and Miss Piggy.” Then it was time for luncheon. A table in the shade was spread with linen and covered with cold smoked salmon, rare roast beef, iced lobster tail, caviar, salade mesclun, and fresh strawberry tarts. Far away across the blue waters of the Côte d’Azur, the hapless tenants of the Hôtel du Cap shaded their eyes on the verandas of their thousand-dollar rooms and squinted enviously at Lord Lew, rocking at anchor.

“I have been thinking,” Grade told us, “of writing my autobiography. My life has been filled with coincidences. When I began in London, for example, I had an office across from the Palladium. Now I own the Palladium.”

“What an amazing coincidence,” Rex Reed said.

“I began as a dancer,” Grade said. “I did a double act with my brother, Lord Delfont. I was a natural at the Charleston, but the others I had to finesse. It was called ‘eccentric dancing.’ Like this.”

He stood up, clasped his hands above his head, and bumped to an imaginary rhythm.

“We played Paris, Germany . . . we were always broke. Those were the days. I remember I was in love with twins. Two lovely girls. Dancers. I couldn’t make up my mind between them.”

He sighed at lost opportunities.

Luncheon drew to a leisurely close, punctuated by tarts. I dozed off in the midday sun, and was awakened by a quickening tempo in Lord Grade’s voice.

“Television—television!” he was saying. “What an impact. With one successful program, we reach ten times as many people as with a hit movie. My most successful television program was, of course, Jesus of Nazareth, directed for me by Franco Zeffirelli. Do you know that a survey was taken of 6,525 people. Forty percent of them said they had learned the most about Jesus from my program. Twenty-one percent named the Bible. Thirty percent named the church.”

“Let’s see,” Rex Reed said. “That still leaves 9 percent undecided.”

Lord Grade sighted sternly down his cigar at Reed.

“The survey,” he said, “was taken before the reruns.”

BAXTER traveled to Cannes every year with two old friends, Herb and Anna Steinman of New York City. He always introduced Mrs. Steinman as “Jack Nicholson’s shrink,” and Herb as “the retired millionaire and my old buddy-boy.” From time to time over the years, Baxter and Steinman had purchased the rights to films at Cannes, and released them in the United States. Their purchases included The Umbrellas of Cherbourg and Lina Wertmuller’s Love and Anarchy, and in 1979 they were hot on the trail of a Canadian film named Outrageous.

The rights to the Canadian film, which was about a friendship between a troubled girl and an equally troubled female impersonator, were being negotiated by Dusty Cohl, a bearded Toronto lawyer. The story of how Cohl and his wife, Joan, discovered the festival was already a Cannes legend. In 1969, it was said, they were vacationing on the Riviera, found a parking place in front of the Carlton Hotel, walked in to ask for a room, and found themselves in the middle of the festival. Cohl immediately took to the carnival atmosphere, and hung around the Carlton for a week, having deep discussions about film with everyone he met. Cohl always dressed in the same uniform in the daytime: faded blue jeans, a Dudley Do-Right T-shirt, a large black Stetson cowboy hat with a star pinned to it, and a long Cuban cigar. All he had to do, in this uniform, was describe himself accurately, as a Toronto lawyer, and everyone assumed he was a film producer. By the time Dusty and Joan returned home that year, they knew they had found a mission in life: to create a film festival in Toronto, since every city, obviously, should have one. The only fact in their story that sounds unlikely is the free parking space in front of the Carlton.

DUSTY AND JOAN were to daytimes on the Carlton Terrace what Silver Dollar Baxter was to nighttimes in the Majestic bar. Indeed, like the royalty of neighboring principalities, they one year exchanged signing privileges at the two bars—and then each immediately raced to the other’s bar to sign all the tabs he could. For fifteen years at the Cannes Film Festival, Dusty and Joan Cohl were probably responsible for introducing more Canadians to more people from elsewhere than any other two people in Canadian history.

In 1979, as I’ve said, Dusty Cohl was at Cannes representing the American rights to Outrageous, and Billy Baxter and Herb Steinman decided to bid for them. They were thus assuming the classic Cannes roles of Seller and Buyer, and I asked if I could observe their negotiations as an educational experience. They agreed, with the provision that in any reports of their talks, I would use “symbolic amounts” rather than actual dollars. I said I would.

ON THE DAY the negotiations were set to open, Billy and Herb asked me to meet them at 11 A.M. in the Majestic bar. It was nearly empty at that hour—the festival in those years was still centered around the old Palais, down at the other end of the Croisette, and the Majestic remained secluded. Baxter and Steinman made a strange team. Steinman was a tall, robust, balding businessman in his late seventies, with a kind face and a gentle voice. Baxter was a red-faced Irishman with a round little belly, who when he met a pretty girl would tell her, “I’ve been tubbed, I’ve been scrubbed, I’ve been rubbed. I’m huggable, lovable, and eatable. I learned that off a baked potato.”

Steinman said he wanted an iced tea. “Irving!” shouted Baxter. “Brang ’em on!” Then he started briefing Steinman. (All actual figures here have been replaced with Symbolic Amounts).
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“Herb, you know and I know that this is a hot film. But does Dusty know that? This is his first time up against experienced operators like ourselves. Okay. What do we use for openers? For Love and Anarchy, we paid $100,000 for the U.S. rights, and we cleaned up. So we gotta tell Dusty we will only pay him half of what we paid for Love and Anarchy, right?”

“Sounds okay to me, Billy,” said Steinman.

“Only get this. What we tell him is, we only paid half of what we did pay for Love and Anarchy—so that in offering him half, we’re really offering him a quarter, right?”

“In other words,” said Steinman, “25 percent.”

“You got it,” said Billy. “We tell him half, but we tell him half of half. Okay. We’re all set. Here he comes now.”

Dusty Cohl walked into the bar and sat down, carefully placing his black cowboy hat on the next table. He was dressed for business, with a gray summer suit on over his Dudley Do-Right T-shirt. He passed around cigars.

“Irving! Brang ’em on!” Baxter shouted. “Bring Mr. Cohl here whatever he wants, and doop-a-dop-a-doo for everybody else.”

Dusty opened by pleading innocence: “I’m a guy who is new to this, I’m feeling my way, I’m learning as I go along, I appreciate the opportunity to talk with you gentlemen, and maybe we can make a deal that will make everyone happy.”

“Cut the crap,” Baxter said. “You got a film here about a Canadian pricksickle aficionado, and nobody wants it. You’re talking to the guys who put Lina Boop-a-doop on the map. How much you want for this movie?”

“I was thinking twelve-five up front, against some guarantees and percentages,” Cohl said.

Baxter was momentarily stunned. Cohl had opened by asking for only half of what Baxter was prepared to offer in his opening bid. Before he could open his mouth, mild-mannered Herb Steinman spoke: “We can only give you half of Love and Anarchy.”

Baxter’s face turned more pink.

IRVING!” he screamed. “On the double!” This was a diversionary tactic. He turned to his partner. “Herb,” he said urgently, “think. We can only give half of Love and Anarchy. Do you see what I mean?”

“That’s right, Billy, half of Love and Anarchy.”

“Not half, Herb—half!!”

“Like I say, half.”

Dusty Cohl sat by patiently.

“HALF! Of Love and Anarchy!” Baxter repeated, desperately trying to get Steinman to read his mind. I tried to do the mental arithmetic. Billy was trying to get Steinman to make a two-stage transition: To think, not half of the original price, which would have been $50,000, or half of half of the price, which would have been $25,000, their original opening bid, but half of that, which would have been $12,500—one-eighth of the actual price of Love and Anarchy. Then, presumably, Cohl would make a counteroffer, and they would negotiate from there. But could Steinman make the mental leap?

“Right, Billy,” said Steinman. “I know what you’re thinking. Half of Love and Anarchy.”

“But are you talking half, or are you talking half?”

“I’m talking half of half.”

“No! Not half of half. Half of half of half.”

“This is not sounding good,” said Cohl.

Baxter leaned forward, trying to project his thoughts into Steinman’s mind.

“The original half?” asked Steinman.

“The revised original half,” said Baxter.

“Half of that?”

“Herb. Think. Half of Love and Anarchy. Do you know what I’m thinking when I say, half of Love and Anarchy?”

“Billy,” said Steinman. “I know what you’re thinking when you say half of Love and Anarchy. That’s not the problem.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“Billy, suddenly, I don’t know what you’re thinking when you say all of Love and Anarchy.”

BILLY TOOK EDY WILLIAMS under his arm and tried to help her make a deal at Cannes. Edy was a genius at personal publicity, which for her meant getting her name in half the newspapers of Europe by taking her clothes off in public fountains and on the terrace of the Carlton Hotel. But she didn’t seem to have much luck at convincing producers to sign her up for roles in their new films. Billy worked overtime, night after night, in the Majestic bar, introducing Miss Boop-a-Doop-a-Dee to potential backers. They were all happy to meet her, but they seldom had any roles.

One night Billy took Edy to dinner at Felix, a fancy restaurant on the Croisette. He thought this was the proper setting to advise her on her career. The primary duty of a starlet is to be photographed while in the act of being a starlet, and this duty Edy Williams has performed with more enthusiasm for more years than anyone else in the history of Hollywood. She was so good at being a starlet, so tireless and dedicated, that she was, in fact, the last official starlet in Hollywood. She was under contract to Twentieth Century Fox until 1971. Now she was the last starlet at Cannes.

In the dreams of the starlet, there is always that scene where the cigar-chomping producer spots a lovely young woman on the Carlton terrace and shouts, Who is that girl? I must have her for my next picture! Sign her up immediately! That actually happened to Edy one year—she got a part in a movie being produced by Sam Arkoff’s son—but on the night Billy took her to dinner at Felix, her career was going nowhere.
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“I don’t know what to do about my image,” she said, a little poignantly, while every busboy in Felix made six trips a minute past her plunging neckline.

“Irving!” Baxter said. “Brang Miss Williams here some champagne. Good stuff. None of the French crap. And Irving, do me a favor, huh? Clean ashtrays. And the menu.”

“Would you permit me to describe the specials of the day?”

“Yeah. Whaddya recommend, aside from another restaurant?”

“Oh, Billy, you always know what to say,” Edy said.

“Always thinking of you, sweetheart. Now what are you complaining about? Look at that dress you’re wearing. It covers up so much I can hardly see everything.”

“Do you think it’s right for evening?”

“What’s the stuff all over your boobs?”

“Gold sparkle. It’s my new makeup. Do you like it? But, Billy, I was thinking. You know, I’m not in my twenties anymore. I was thinking if maybe my bikini routine is getting a little dated.”

“What bikini routine? You mean where you go down to the beach and take off your bikini?”

“You know what I was thinking? I brought along tapes of my nightclub act. I have a portable stereo that’s real loud. I was thinking, what if I play my tapes and do my nightclub act on the terrace of the Carlton, huh?”

“What if you fall off the terrace and bust your ass?”

“I was thinking of a new image for my thirties. Maybe something a little more reserved.”

“I can’t believe my ears,” Billy said. “More reserved? We’re talking about the girl who jumped into the ring before the Ali-Spinks fight and took off her clothes in front of seventy thousand people in the Superdome.”

“They were caught completely by surprise,” Edy said.

“I’ll bet. What did it feel like?” asked Silver Dollar Baxter.

“What did what feel like?”

“Whatdaya think, what did it feel like? What did taking off your clothes in front of seventy thousand people feel like? I’m not sure . . . I gotta check on this . . . I’ll bet you are the only person in the history of the human race to take off her clothes in front of seventy thousand people. At once, anyway.”

“It was real scary,” Edy said. “The worst part was right before I did it. I was standing at ringside, and I was scared. What if they didn’t like it? What if everybody booed? Or didn’t pay any attention?”

“That’s gotta be every girl’s nightmare,” Billy said. “There she is, she jumps in the ring, she whips off her clothes in front of seventy thousand people, and they all shout, Put ’em on!”

TWO DAYS LATER, Baxter was sitting poolside at the Majestic, reading Peter Noble’s column in Screen International.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “What’s this? It says here Edy has a pilot for her new TV show. It’s a physical exercise show called ‘Keeping in Shape with Edy.’”

Just then, Edy appeared next to Billy and planted a big kiss on his pink cheek.

“What do you think about my pilot?” she asked him.

“Edy,” said Billy, “if you ask me, you could bring it in on instruments.”

LATE SUNDAY. Walking back to the Splendid along the Croisette at 2 A.M., the cafes are still jammed, the rich distributors in tuxedos relaxing now, their bow ties undone, at tables next to the itinerant students who have hitchhiked here from all over Europe to argue earnestly about the cinema. A guitarist, left over from the sixties, serenades the crowds with “Blowin’ in the Wind,” sung in bad English. Fire-eaters blow plumes of flame over the heads of the laughing drunks. A man stands up on a box and eats glass and razor blades, while his scrawny girlfriend takes a collection. Little gypsy girls circulate from table to table, solemnly selling single red roses, wrapped up in a tube of plastic. The wives of the distributors eye the little girls and hold onto their purses with both hands.

At 2 A.M. at the Cannes Film Festival, there is the illusion that you are not missing anything very important anywhere else in the world. At 6 A.M., it is a different story. The streets were empty the next morning when I took my ritual walk down by the old harbor and up into the old town on the hillside. Jet lag made it impossible once again to sleep, no matter how tired I was. At 6 A.M., the street-cleaners were out with their fire hoses, washing the broken glass and the soggy posters down into the sewers. As always I bought the International Herald-Tribune from the woman in the kiosk by the market, and settled down for a cup of café au lait in my usual cafe. There were three or four people there ahead of me. Some year, I imagined, one of them might be Paul Newman or Federico Fellini and we could lean over our coffee, elbows on the table, to talk about how it really is, in the quiet moments right after the dawn. This morning there were only garbage men standing at the bar, tossing back glasses of red wine, their truck idling at the curb.

I read in the newspaper about the Gary Hart scandal, Princess Di, the Cubs in first place. I read Peanuts and Doonesbury. The coffee was strong. It was the best time of the day. Then I went back to my hotel to shave, and called M. Guerard of Intelcomfrance, who in thirty seconds was able to tell me exactly what to do in order to connect with MCI Mail. He was correct. I sent a note informing my editors that I was back in contact, and walked across to the Palais for the morning press screening of Good Morning Babylon, by the Taviani Brothers, a movie about two Italian brothers who go to America and work with D.W. Griffith in the early days of Hollywood.

I found it shy and sweet, but terminally elegaic—one of those films where everyone is already dead in the first reel and knows it for the rest of the picture. Still, I enjoyed its innocence. It tells the story of two brothers (Vincent Spano and Joaquim De Almeida, playing characters not unlike the Tavianis themselves) who work for their father as church restorers in the early years of the century. When their father goes bankrupt, they find their way to America, where they work on Griffith’s epic production of Intolerance, building the sets for his grand temples and adorning them with huge plaster elephants of their own design. At the same time, they meet two young American girls (Greta Scacchi and Desiree Becker) who violate their own rule (“Remember, we said we wouldn’t date anyone but directors and producers”) and fall in love. But then the First World War interrupts their romances, and the two brothers meet again on the battlefield, in an awkwardly contrived ending that would have seemed more in place, perhaps, in a Griffith film.

THERE WERE TAXIS waiting in front of the Carlton Hotel to take a dozen critics out to lunch at the Hôtel du Cap with Ed Pressman, who produced the Taviani film. The du Cap is always included in those articles about the most luxurious hotels in the world; not surprisingly, I saw Robin Leach promenading down its broad avenue toward the sea. During the Occupation, the Nazi High Command used it for r&r. Now it is back in the hands of the private sector: millionaires, minor royalty, studio heads, and happily divorced women. In the bar, gray-haired businessmen in Savile Row suits embraced cadaverous rock stars in T-shirts.

For many years, it was a tradition for Sam and Hilda Arkoff of American-International (and later Arkoff International) to throw a luncheon at the du Cap on the first Sunday of the festival, for all of the English-language press. Sam’s ground rules were unique: No press releases were issued, no movies were promoted, no speeches were made, and no AIP business was discussed. This was perhaps just as well, given the uncertain quality of many Arkoff productions.

One year Sam was at Cannes with Q, a film about a giant prehistoric flying lizard that made its nest atop the Chrysler Building. Arriving at the annual luncheon, Rex Reed shook Arkoff’s hand and said: “Sam! I just saw Q! What a surprise! That great Method performance by Michael Moriarity, right in the middle of all that dreck.”

“Why thank you,” Sam said. “The dreck was my idea.”

The Arkoff luncheons ended in 1983, and now here was Ed Pressman ready to play host, even though he always seems to be standing slightly aside on such occasions. He is a thin, bald man in his late thirties, with round glasses and a diffident smile and such a hesitant way of expressing himself that one wonders how he ever strikes a deal. But all of his deals show a certain daring, a flair for the unexpected. David Byrne’s True Stories was his production, and Bob Swaim’s Half Moon Street. I asked him whatever happened to Paul Williams, the director of Pressman’s first three productions, Out of It and The Revolutionary with Jon Voight, and Dealing, John Lithgow’s first movie. They were three of the most interesting films of the late 1960s, and then Williams disappeared. “Paul dropped out in the seventies to find himself,” Pressman said, “and he’s currently trying to get an episode of ‘Miami Vice’ or something like that to put himself back on the map. Then he wants to start making pictures again.”

We ate in the sunlight on the terrace that juts out over the Mediterranean, the waves crashing on the rocks below. We were overlooking the pool area, where Lolitas paraded past in T-shirts, their nipples at attention. There was a choice of sea bass or duck. The vegetable was fennel purée. Vittorio Taviani, his eyes shaded by an old black fisherman’s cap, waved away the fancy dessert trolley and ordered a big dish of ice cream with fresh strawberries. Questions drifted past on the sea air: “Was Nicolas Cage your first choice for the role? How long did you shoot in America? Where did you get the old footage of Griffith?”
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BACK IN CANNES, I took a nap, drank a cup of coffee at the cafe on the corner, and walked across to the Palais for the late press screening of Paul Newman’s The Glass Menagerie. Every seat was taken. I was jammed in next to a French journalist who was using one of those annoying little penlights to illuminate his notepad. The bright light was distracting, and I asked him not to use it.

French critic: I am a critic! I take notes! After all, this is a press screening!

Self: I am a critic too, monsieur. Take your notes in the dark. The flashlight distracts me.

Frenchman: You must learn to concentrate.

Self: How would you like it if I flashed a light in your eyes during the movie?

Frenchman: Shut up!

Self: Amateur!

The movie was a respectful retelling of the Tennessee Williams play, with John Malkovich supplying a cryptic narration, Joanne Woodward as the relentless mother, Karen Allen as the sad daughter, and James Naughton as the gentleman caller. Four good performances in a worthy movie. I kept myself alert by planning a pen-and-ink sketch of a diabolical French movie fiend hunched over his monstrous torchlight.
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Outside the Festival Palace, it was midnight again. A drunk had gathered up a bouquet of roses thrown away by rich ladies. He had found them in the gutter with their plastic tubes still intact. Now he was trying to sell them a second time, singing at the top of his lungs in French and English, “Who will buy my sweet red roses?” Under his arm he held a huge stuffed giraffe. The fire-eaters paused to watch him pass.
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THERE ARE SOME MOVIE STARS who sweep through the Cannes Film Festival like royalty on parade. John Malkovich isn’t one of them. He was skulking in the corner of the Martinez Hotel bar, a cup of coffee in one hand, a Camel in the other, leaning forward over the glass-topped table to peer at the box scores from yesterday’s baseball games.

“The Cubs lost,” he said, gloomily. “Seems like old times.” He folded up the paper and pushed it aside. He looked around the room and his face brightened somewhat, perhaps with the thought that in two hours he could leave town.

“This is some place,” he said. “They put us all into a sort of limousine convoy, with diplomatic flags flying from the front fenders, to drive us to the screening last night—when we could have definitely walked there in about a minute.”

“But when the crowds see the limousines pulling up to the red carpet,” I said, “they go crazy.”

“I suppose that’s the point of it,” he said.

This was the day after the premiere of Newman’s The Glass Menagerie and he had seen the finished film for the first time along with Newman, the jury, and about four thousand other people. “That was very unusual,” he said. “I’ve done five or six films, but this was the first one where I didn’t have a chance to see it first privately, and respond to the director about it.”

“And make some suggestions before the final cut?”

“Or even know what the film is like and be prepared for it,” he said. “The lights go up, and there you are, and that’s it, and it’s finished. Yesterday I was giving interviews about the film, and I hadn’t seen it, and neither had the people I was talking to. We discussed it in rather distant terms.”

A waiter was walking past just at that second, and Malkovich tried to wave him over for another cup of coffee, but failed. I asked him how he felt about the whole motion picture publicity apparatus.

“Well, we promoted Places in the Heart pretty hard, hitting the publicity trail. With my last film, Making Mr. Right, I did a lot of interviews while we were making it. I dunno. I guess it’s part of the process.”

In Making Mr. Right, he played a dual role—a scientist who invents a remarkably lifelike humanoid, and the humanoid itself. I asked him how he liked it.

“Well . . . I liked it . . .”

“What do you mean, well I liked it?”

“For me, the most difficult thing about film is . . . I’m so used to doing theater, where I am the one who decides what’s funny and what’s not. In the simplest terms, I know how to make something funny or sad, and with what pace or rapidity I should do it. In a film, as an actor, your job is to fulfill a director’s vision of something, not to have your own.”

“Yours would be different?”

“Mine would always be different.”

“So there’s only one thing for you to do.”

“’fraid so.”

“So when?”

“Maybe quite soon. But I don’t think I could direct for a major studio with so many people looking over my shoulder. Maybe an independent production of some sort.”

The waiter sprinted back toward us, and Malkovich was able to place an order for a double espresso.

“In an interview,” I said, “do you ever just sort of swallow your real feelings about a film, and say the diplomatic thing?”

He lighted a Camel. “My rule of thumb is, never say anything negative about anyone in a public forum. I may feel negative things about people I’ve worked with, or things I’ve done, and I know it’s good copy if so-and-so says such-and-such about so-and-so—after all, I come from a newspaper family—but I always think, God, I’d hate to read that about myself.”

HIS COFFEE ARRIVED and he stirred it absent-mindedly.

“You take Susan Seidelman,” he said. “The director of my last movie, Making Mr. Right. Her previous film was Desperately Seeking Susan, and there was all that publicity about how Madonna stole the movie from Rosanna Arquette, and Rosanna said Susan was a nitwit who was always lost and didn’t know about actors or technique. And then I went to work with her, and I found her to be very bright and rather opinionated—not remotely a pushover.”

Malkovich’s co-star in that movie was a newcomer, Ann Magnuson, a chic brunette who seemed smart and organized. I said I thought it was a good debut performance.

“Ann’s not very experienced,” Malkovich mused, “but she has a very good, if quite sick and perverse, sense of humor. I called her ‘Teddy Spank.’”

“Why?”

“She has Ted Turner fantasies.”

“She wants to spank him?”

“Be spanked by him, I think. Something else I can say about her, and this sounds so empty and stupid, but it’s very important, is that she is so photogenic. You know how they say the camera doesn’t lie? That’s exactly what the camera does do. The camera really likes Ann Magnuson a lot. Not her work; her persona. Also, the girl didn’t have a pore in her whole body. Ann’s a pretty girl, attractive, but she’s one of those people who look a lot, lot better on the screen.”

“She wants to be spanked by Ted Turner?”

Malkovich sipped his coffee.

“I see what you mean,” I said, “about never saying anything negative about the people you work with.”

“Do you think that’s negative? I think she’d find it amusing.”

He put down his cup and smiled as if at secret thoughts. “They say,” he said, “that some people just simply have a special relationship with the camera. Like last night, I was at this big deal they had for the fortieth anniversary of the festival, and Liz Taylor was there.”

“What’d she look like?”

“She’s rather beginning to resemble George Hamilton. I mean, she’s certainly pretty enough to get by in the flesh. But put her on the screen, she looks great.”

“They say the camera lens creates tiny distortions,” I said, “and so a perfect face will look distorted on the screen, but sometimes a face that is imperfect in just the right way will be changed by the lens so that it looks perfect on the screen.”

“Yeah, and there’s also the head theory,” Malkovich said.

“Right,” I said. “The theory that all the biggest male stars have heads that are large in proportion to their bodies. You can take consolation from that. You have a pretty big head.”

“Yeah. That’s sort of why I kind of detach from the whole business of movies. I work for years on the stage to master my craft, and maybe in the movies it counts for just as much that I have a large head. Stuff like that kind of . . . inspires you to detach. But I like the idea of getting to put a really good piece of writing onto the screen. The Glass Menagerie moves very, very slowly by today’s movie standards, but it’s essential to keep in mind that movies weren’t always like they are now, and maybe in the future they’ll be different.”

“They’ll probably move even faster,” I said.

“Probably.”

“Paul Newman said his mission was to film the play exactly as Tennessee Williams wrote it. Would you have taken that approach?”

“Probably not. I’m not sure how I would have handled it as a director. It’s not really my style to reason out how I’m going to approach something. I never just sort of think, well, I’m gonna do this with it. I just do that, whatever it is, naturally. I’ve been told that the way I view things is sort of faintly askew.”

I wanted to follow up on that “faintly askew” business, but a press agent found Malkovich at the corner table and dragged him away to be interviewed on the Cable News Network, and I was left staring at an empty Camel pack and the National League standings. CNN is owned by Ted Turner, of course. I hope Malkovich took that into account.
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AN HOUR LATER, I went to the Paul Newman press conference, which because of Newman’s popularity was moved from the usual press auditorium to the stage of Les Ambassadeurs nightclub, on the top floor of the Palais. Newman seemed tired and distant, but once or twice he rallied with a spark of wit, as when he asked if there was anyone with a teabag for his glass of hot water. He set down ground rules at the start of his press conference: No questions, please, about The Color of Money, for which he had just won the Academy Award—and no questions, preferably, directed to him as an actor. He was present in his capacity as a director. But one French woman journalist was unable to resist stepping to a microphone to ask Newman if he was free for lunch—a remarkably gauche question considering that Woodward was seated at his side.

Newman said his mission was to direct a film faithful to the Williams play, which Woodward described as “the greatest play by the greatest American playwright.” “When I was asked for the screenplay for this project,” Newman said, “I answered: ‘Buy a copy of the play. That’s what we’re using.’”
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AFTER THE PRESS CONFERENCE was over, I went to the Carlton to have tea with Laurie Anderson, the performance artist, whose concert film Home of the Brave was playing in the Quinzaine. “My whole job is to be a spy, a voyeur,” she told me. “I play before very large audiences and I suppose I’ve performed enough to know how to turn them on, but I really don’t like to push their buttons.”

I’d wanted to meet Laurie Anderson for a year, ever since I’d seen the concert version of Home of the Brave at the Hammersmith Odeon in London. I am not a rock concert goer; the last time I went to a concert, before Anderson, was the 1977 tour of the Rolling Stones. But I’d been walking past the Odeon on my way back from a stroll along the Thames bankside, when a tout whispered in my ear that he could put me in the sixth row for twenty-five pounds. I found Anderson exhilarating to watch, especially in the huge video closeups that sometimes played on the screen behind her. She had spiky hair that framed a face that was beautiful and hostile, a tough Peter Pan. Her music, backed by repetitive video loops, was an environment, a hypnotic pattern broken by the counterpoint of her stories and observations about existence. “Just think,” she said. “Ten million sperm, all knowing exactly the same thing.”

She told me she developed her current style while making little films for little film festivals in New York. Because she never had the sound tracks done on time, she stood in front of the screen, providing the sound track, which is in a way what she still does today. We went to lunch on the Carlton Beach, where hundreds of photographers were following around a slender girl in a high-cut black bathing suit.

THEN IN MID-AFTERNOON to the old Palais for the Quinzaine screening of Matewan, the new John Sayles film, which tells the story of a bloody coal strike ending with union men and hired guards shooting it out point-blank on Main Street of a company town. Photographed mostly at night in muted, subtly lit colors by Haskell Wexler, the movie is not simply a morality play but an argument about the right to use violence. Some of the miners are for shooting the black and Italian scabs brought in by the company, others argue that the scabs should be recruited for the union, and the inherited racism of the miners gets a test when they find themselves fighting side-by-side with blacks against the company.

The screening included a director’s nightmare: The projectionist got the reels for the film out of order, realized his mistake, and started over again from the reel before he made his error, causing the audience to see half an hour of the film twice. Loud hoots and whistles.

I met Sayles and his partners, Maggie Renzi and Josh Mostel, at the bar of the Hôtel Gray d’Albion. After a time all the hotel bars seem the same and all the interviews circle the same ideas: Why they wanted to make the film, what it was like working with the actors, how they found the money, what the toughest scenes were, how the new film fits in with the director’s previous work.

Sayles said he had come across the historical record of the coal strike ten years ago, and wrote the screenplay eight years ago, but couldn’t find anyone to finance the production until the success of his film The Brother from Another Planet. That film was originally launched at Cannes, not even in the Quinzaine, but merely in the marketplace. He had been close to making Matewan a couple of times, and once even had the hotel rooms booked for his cast and crew, but the deals always fell through. This time, he had backing from Cinecom, which distributed Brother, and he also had all of his own money invested in the film.

“Thank God he can write,” Maggie Renzi said. And indeed Sayles has written himself into a movie career. After his well-received first novel, Union Dues, he started plowing his money back into film projects like Return of the Secaucus Seven, Baby, It’s You, Lianna, and Brother from Another Planet. Some of those films were financed by his screenplay sales for exploitation films like Alligator, about the menace from the sewers of New York, and Wild Thing, about an orphan who is raised by a bag lady and becomes a ghetto superhero.

“I have a do-it-yourself track record,” Sayles said. “I never make anybody millions. But we absolutely deliver within budget. We’re not gonna make Star Wars, but we know what we’re doing.”

“So you have all of your money in this film,” I said, “and here is the world premiere at Cannes, and the projectionist screws up the running order and switches the reels and shows thirty minutes of the movie twice. How does that make you feel? Like killing yourself?”

“He was doing the best he could,” Sayles said. “A lot of projectionists wouldn’t even have noticed that they’d skipped a reel.”

PEOPLE ARE ALWAYS ASKING me how many movies I see in a week. I always answer, “five.” At Cannes, I may see all or parts of five movies in a day. The actual logistical reality of the festival is hard to describe to anyone who has not experienced it. There are hundreds of screenings a day, and always the promise that an undiscovered masterpiece may be lurking somewhere on the back streets, masquerading as an exploitation film. Word of mouth becomes important. The critics meet again and again during the festival, at luncheons and dinners and cocktail receptions and parties thrown by other film festivals (Toronto rents a beachfront restaurant, Chicago takes over the rooftop bar of the old Palais). We keep asking each other if we’ve seen anything we’ve liked, and sometimes word of mouth will create a groundswell for a movie, and critics will go marching off at midnight to descend on a despairing distributor’s last-chance screening.

Millions of dollars are spent advertising movies at the festival. The Cannon Group takes dozens of pages every day in all three of the daily festival newspapers. When Alexander Salkind was producing the Superman movies, he hired airplanes to drag banners back and forth along the beachfront. That led to an aerial overkill. For Superman he hired one airplane. The next year, he hired two, and the next year, six. For Superman III, Salkind hired every airplane he could find, and the Salkind Air Force would come thundering out of the West, twenty-four airplanes dragging so many banners that even the screenplay writers got their own credit. (Watching the twenty-four planes roar back and forth past the Majestic Hotel, Billy Baxter picked up the phone and tried to hire his own airplane. His plan: After Salkind’s twenty-four planes flew past, Baxter’s plane would chug along in their wake, dragging a banner reading “Compliments of a Friend.”)
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DESPITE ALL OF THE MONEY spent on advertising, it is probably true that a single person is capable of affecting the fate of a movie at Cannes. One year that happened with The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith, an obscure Australian film directed by an unknown named Fred Schepisi. While Dusty Cohl was playing host on the Carlton Terrace, his wife Joan went to see the movie, and found herself sitting in an empty theater with a masterpiece. For the next week, she dragged every movie critic she could find to the movie, becoming a one-person promotional campaign. The movie caught on, was eventually hailed as one of the festival’s best, and Schepisi went on to make such films as Plenty, Iceman, and Roxanne.

If a low-budget American film can make an impression at the festival, it will nearly always find better distribution and reviews when it returns to the U.S. An early example of that was Dennis Hopper’s Easy Rider, which left America as a motorcycle movie, and returned as the overnight sensation of Cannes. Spike Lee’s She’s Gotta Have It and Jim Jarmusch’s Stranger than Paradise also used the Quinzaine as a launching pad for careers.

It is a good question, however, whether a director would really want his film to be seen for the first time by critics at Cannes. It will be one of dozens of films the critic will view in a short space of time, it will be seen with highly vocal audiences much given to booing and hissing, and if it is English it will have French subtitles, if it is French it will have English subtitles, and if it is any other language it will have French subtitles and other language groups will have to listen to an ad libbed simultaneous translation through portable earphones.

And yet when a movie is really good, and really working, there is possibly no better audience for it than at Cannes. There aren’t any civilians out there in the dark: Everyone at this festival makes a living in one way or another from the movies, and so presumably loves them. My peak experiences with Cannes audiences were at the world premieres of Coppola’s Apocalypse Now and Spielberg’s E. T., and in both cases the audiences broke into tumultuous applause at the end, cheering the directors with an enthusiasm usually reserved for opera stars.

With E. T., Spielberg presumably knew he had a hit on his hands. The case of Apocalypse Now, at the 1979 festival, was much more complicated. Francis Ford Coppola had already sneak-previewed the film a couple of times, and had unwisely announced that he was having “problems” with his ending. This was a case of too much honesty; if Coppola hadn’t tipped them off, most critics would have simply accepted the ending he gave them. Instead, alerted to his problems, we watched the screen like hawks, asking ourselves which shots he had his doubts about. At one screening, a critic actually whispered, “Has the ending started yet?”

ON THE EVENING BEFORE the world premiere of Apocalypse Now, Coppola sat aboard the yacht Amazone, anchored offshore. The yacht was the largest at Cannes, was illuminated at night by strings of lights, and was reached by motorboat from the Carlton pier, where on this night, six or eight critics had gathered to pay Coppola a visit. We watched as the motorboat circled lazily to pick us up.

The Amazone had been in the bay all week, a large, gray presence, and as festivalgoers hurried to their screenings they would sometimes glance out at Coppola, riding at anchor. He had gambled five years and his personal fortune on a film that was now entered in the official competition at Cannes (which meant that it could come home as a loser). He was no doubt sitting out there even now, thinking what private thoughts no one could guess. By renting the yacht and anchoring it in solitary splendor at the end of everyone’s view, he had dramatized his presence and his isolation.

To rent the largest yacht at Cannes is a sign not so much of wealth as of power, but you could, if you wanted, find another symbol in it. Apocalypse Now was about a river journey into the heart of darkness of the Vietnam jungle, and about the unimaginable mysteries of a man named Kurtz, whom the voyagers hoped to find there. And now the film’s author, on another boat in other waters, was finally releasing his film into the care of a deeper mystery—the mind of the audience.

If he was nervous that night, after we climbed aboard the Amazone, he did not show it. While the ship’s crew arranged a huge bouquet of flowers, while the steward poured wine from Coppola’s private vineyard in California, while Coppola’s parents, in evening clothes, left to attend the evening’s events ashore, the director slouched comfortably on an overstuffed sofa. He began to talk about his movie that had become a legend even before its premiere, a movie that began as a simple little war story, and grew and grew as millions of dollars were poured into the jungle locations in the Philippines, and millions of feet of film were shot, and whole villages were blown up for scenes that were later not even used. He spoke about the heat sickness, and the expensive sets that were blown away by monsoons, and the injuries and heart attacks and divorces and intrigues that had plagued the production. What it came down to, he said, was that his film itself had become an undertaking like the Vietnam War: Americans pouring men and money and sophisticated machinery into a jungle that implacably overwhelmed them.

One of the critics took out a notebook and a ballpoint, and Coppola’s publicist, Pierre Rissient, hurried over to whisper in his ear. There were to be no notes and no direct quotes. The war had taken over Coppola’s movie in more ways than he realized: He was the general, giving an off-the-record backgrounder.

Coppola talked about the thinking that went into the creation of the character Kurtz, played by Marlon Brando as an army hero who disappeared into the jungle and became a demigod. He’d visualized Kurtz as a skull-like head, in darkness, saying brilliant things. But as he lay awake at night in the steaming jungle he tortured himself: What were those brilliant things? And how would the movie end? The others in his cast and crew knew there had never been a completed screenplay—that as Coppola marshalled two dozen helicopters and constructed whole villages and jungle temples and hired hundreds of extras, he did not always know himself where he was going. Most of all, he did not know where he would end. The film’s river journey could end in darkness and mystery, like the Joseph Conrad novel that was his inspiration. Or it could end with a conventional Hollywood big bang.

When Coppola sneaked the film, he said, he still wasn’t sure of his ending. He defended that. He had started in theater, directing plays when he was sixteen or seventeen years old, and he’d learned then that when a play was almost right, you showed it to an audience, and let them re-experience it for you. When you got too close to the material, an audience could see it freshly, and you could look through their eyes. With Apocalypse Now, he had several different endings, some of them just a shading apart, as a shot or a line of dialogue was adjusted, but one of them was a more conventional Hollywood ending.

He talked some more, about the jungle and the movie and his ambition to found his own studio, and then it was time for us to take the speedboat back to shore. I did not suspect at the time how touchy Coppola was on this business of his ending, and what bizarre events it would inspire on the next day, the day of the official screenings.

APOCALYPSE NOW played three times, to full and enthusiastic houses, and it eventually shared the Palm d’Or that year with Volker Schlondörff’s The Tin Drum. When Coppola began his press conference after the morning press screening, he was already a winner in the eyes of the journalists. But then he began to make extraordinary statements. One of them was a blanket condemnation of the entire American press—not just critics, but the press as a whole—as “decadent, unethical, and lying.” Not one word of truth, he said, had ever been printed about his film during its entire troubled production history.

What inspired this amazing outburst? The week before, Coppola had scheduled three sneak previews of his film, each slightly different, in Los Angeles, and had agreed to allow critics to attend them if they would honor an embargo—no reviews until the official opening of the Cannes version. But most of the critics went ahead and wrote about it, and Rona Barrett had panned it. Variety had then formally announced the embargo was broken, and reviewed the film from Los Angeles, instead of waiting for the Cannes cut. In the movie business, the Variety review is often the “money review,” the one that sets the tone for a film’s commercial history, and so of course Coppola had reason to be angry. But what he did a week later in Cannes was remarkable in any context. After the press conference for print journalists, he held a later session for television. Badgered again by questions about his endings, he was finally inspired to announce that on the next day, at noon, in a local theater, he would show them his “other” ending.

Nothing like this had ever been heard of at Cannes. He had the other ending back on his yacht, he said—a few more shots in which, after the passages of mystery and the solemn insanities of Kurtz, the surviving members of the riverboat crew return to their boat and move back downstream, away from the heart of darkness. This was a more conventional Hollywood resolution. During the production of the film, Coppola also shot scenes in which Kurtz’s jungle temple was destroyed by an air strike—and this scene, never in any of the final versions at Cannes, was used months later over the closing credits of the 35 millimeter version of the film (leading to further confusion over the ending, since the 70 millimeter roadshow version came with printed credits and had no end titles).

The amazing thing was not that Coppola had another ending; key scenes are often shot in several different ways. What was amazing was the impulse that led him to bring that other ending to Cannes, and to show it. Perhaps he wanted to vindicate himself by demonstrating that the traditional Hollywood ending was unnecessary, that it was better just to leave the characters stranded there in darkness. But even if that was the case, what can be made of the public nature of Coppola’s final waffling on the film? Coppola couldn’t seem to let go. He had no ending, he had several endings, he didn’t have an ending that he was satisfied with, he had two endings that both worked. At one point (he told us on the yacht) he was shooting an ending a week.

THE FACT IS that the “original” ending, the one Coppola showed in the official screenings at Cannes, and which was eventually seen all over the world, was a magnificent ending to a magnificent film. Apocalypse Now remains the best of the Vietnam movies, more effective even than Platoon, because while Platoon did a powerful job of recreating the reality of combat in Vietnam, Coppola’s film was a statement on the whole state of mind that led us into that war and kept us there—the river journey into darkness was our own national search for a goal we could never define, and thus could never discover.

Coppola’s strategic error was to ever mention that he had any sort of a problem with any ending of Apocalypse Now. If he had settled on an ending and released it, and kept quiet, no one would have been alerted to the “problem” and no one would have looked at the ending as if it were a problem. My theory is that he went a little bananas, out there in the bay on board the Amazone. He had worked on this film for years. He had mortgaged his home, his vineyard, his family’s future, to complete it. He had taken the supreme risk of placing it in competition—something he did not need to do, since his 1974 film The Conversation was a Cannes winner, entitling him to play out of competition. His hour of truth was approaching, and some obsessive streak of honesty forced him to blurt out that he just didn’t know which ending to use. So he showed them both, one in the Palais, one in a little rented theater on the rue d’Antibes. It was one of the strangest episodes in the recent history of Cannes.

WEDNESDAY MORNING, up at 7:30, able to sleep a little later now. A very windy day, the wind inspiring unease and restlessness. Coffee at Claridge’s, the cafe around the corner from the Splendid, and then to the morning screening of a special retrospective of films from forty years of Cannes. Then to my morning interview.
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GRETA SCACCHI was the most visible actress at the festival this year, appearing in two official selections, Diane Kurys’ A Man in Love, and the Taviani’s Good Morning, Babylon. I’d been intrigued with her ever since seeing Heat and Dust, the 1983 Merchant-Ivory film in which she played a young English bride who violated all the taboos of British India in the 1920s by carrying on an affair with the local Nawab. Scacchi is one of those beautiful actresses who overwhelm their beauty with their brains. Like Jane Fonda, she likes to talk back, and I have a feeling she chooses strong directors because they conduct better conversations.

At the 1985 festival, for example, she starred with Eric Roberts in The Coca-Cola Kid, a very odd film by Dusan Makavejev, in which she played the daughter of a maverick Australian soft drink bottler who had declared war on Coke. I do not know why she took that role, but I suspect it had something to do with a curiosity about Makavejev, a big bear from Yugoslavia who is the jolly center of attention at every festival he attends, and who attends every festival he can. I met Makavejev a long time ago, at the 1967 Chicago Film Festival, when he went on a midnight search to find the alley where John Dillinger was shot dead. I have since met Makavejev more times in more different places—Los Angeles, New York, the Napa Valley, London, Stockholm, Venice, Cannes, Toronto, Montreal, and Telluride—than any other single person in the movie business. He will go anywhere, and is broad-minded about his accommodations. One year he had Sweet Movie at Cannes, and was staying at the Carlton. The next year he had no movie and no job, and when I ran into him at the Petit Carlton Bar he said he was sleeping on the beach, because it was more spacious than the Carlton.

I HAD LUNCH with Scacchi and Makavejev at that 1985 festival, playing the fly on the wall while they tested each other. Their conversation was a sparring match that suggested they had fought great battles on the set of The Coca-Cola Kid, while still remaining friends. We were sitting on a balcony at the Martinez.

“At first, we were not at home in the story,” Makavejev said.

“In the end, when you realized I was not stupid, we were more at home,” Scacchi said.

“Intelligence is not the same as IQ. Especially in actresses. It comes from an organic understanding of the material.”

“We had some painful confrontations,” Scacchi said, holding a black olive between her fingers and nibbling all around the pit.

“You are absolutely not Italian,” said Makavejev. “You talk about confrontations. They hit each other when they make Italian movies. Fellini, when he makes a movie, he shouts and screams at the actors even during their scenes. That is why they have to dub everything afterwards.”

“I am more Italian than you are,” Scacchi said. “I am half Italian. You are Yugoslavian.”

“I am Mediterranean. It is the same thing.”

“So you were not happy in Australia?”

“They are so Anglo-Saxon. It is a very different culture. I would say something just to create a mood on the set, and they would take it seriously. I would exaggerate myself, just to create an energy field. I must say, I never had problems with you, energy-wise.”

“You are as bad as my father. Give me a cigarette.”

Makavejev lighted her cigarette for her.

“Stupidly I assumed this kind of film depended on people being friendly and willing to help one another,” Scacchi said. “Your whole attitude made people uncomfortable. You set Eric and me against each other, as a shortcut to get tension on the screen.”

“I was being playful,” Makavejev said. “I take playfulness for granted. In Australia, being playful is a job. When they play, they are working.”

“Not everybody likes the same games, Dusan.”

“Australia is kind of a giant orphanage. Their only way of living is hard work. When they play, they are almost ashamed, as if they are doing something private, like sex.”

Scacchi blew out smoke. “I wanted to hate you, but I couldn’t,” she said to herself. “I had this fear of seeming superficial. I wanted to behave like a serious actress. You were always trying to distract me from my seriousness.”

“You were very open-minded.”

“I didn’t fight for my way at every opportunity, like Eric Roberts did. I sometimes think that American actors believe it helps to be difficult. British actors try to be nice and not difficult. Eric Roberts never spoke to me unless we had dialogue together. I might as well not have been there. He works very much by himself. He has a strong idea of who he wants to be. It was the first time I’ve ever done a love scene, where myself and the actor I was supposed to be in love with never spoke.”

“About that scene,” I said. “You are talking about the scene where you are in bed with him and he’s wearing the Santa Claus suit and the feathers are flying?”

“That scene.”

“There seemed to be something missing. First you tried to seduce him. He refused. Then we cut to your father dynamiting his soft drink factory. Then we cut back to the bedroom, and you were both covered with feathers. What happened in between?”

“I shot a scene,” Makavejev said, “but I cut it out of the film because it didn’t work. He becomes very cruel and beats her, but she seduces him, and finally he becomes aroused.”

“Dusan took it out because I kicked Eric in the balls,” Scacchi said.

“Only in one take out of ten,” Makavejev said.

“That is one of the hazards of setting up these volatile situations with actors, setting them against one another,” Scacchi said.

“With actors, if you offer them a situation with no way out,” Makavejev said, “they will get out in the most creative way.”

THE WAY they were working it this year was, the American press got Scacchi for two hours on Wednesday morning. Then the Italians got her for lunch. The British had her for dinner. She looked remarkably composed, considering her schedule. She was sitting in the middle of the Martinez Hôtel bar, drinking hot tea with lemon in it. She looked like a dream, with her healthy, regular features, her bright summer dress, and her blonde hair framing a big smile. She was smiling because four Italian photographers had lined up outside a plate glass window with a hand-lettered sign which said, Greta Scacchi Fan Club! Hip! Hip! Hooray!

She looked around for her Marlboros and lighted one. She had already performed in God knows how many interviews at this festival, and yet she still seemed amused by the process. She considered every question for a moment, as if tempted to give an unspeakably shocking answer, and then she gave a conventional answer with a little twist in her voice that suggested a shade of self-satire. She possesses the kind of open, frank sensuality that makes you think of a Marilyn Monroe—the look of someone who believes that sex is good for you. She could play Jane Fonda’s sister. But American is one of the things Scacchi is not.
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“I was born in Milan, with an Italian father and a British mother,” she said. “We lived in England from when I was five until I was fourteen. Then in Perth, Australia, for the next three years—but they were very important, formative years for me, and I love Australia. I would call myself English but they won’t let me vote there. I can vote in Australia or Italy, however.”

She lives the life of an exile, she said, moving from one hotel room to another to make movies. She has never stayed for long in Los Angeles, never made a Hollywood film, never made a film only for its commercial prospects, and, perhaps as a result, she is not yet a big star. But she attracts interesting directors, like the Taviani brothers.

“When I was in school, at the Bristol Old Vic, I went to see all of their movies,” she said. “I saw Padre Padrone five times, and Night of the Shooting Stars three times. They taught me how good movies could be.”

“Were they surprised when they hired you and discovered how familiar you were with their films?”

“Not entirely. They wanted an English-speaking actress they could communicate with in Italian, so I qualified. But also, every time I was ever asked by the Italian press when I would make a film in Italy, I always answered, ‘When the Tavianis hire me.’ So perhaps they knew.”

She shrugged. “I’m not in love with the cinema per se,” she said. “There are lots of films out there, but not many of them are real. I hope to be involved in films you can never forget.”

“Have you ever made a film where you were just doing a job?”

“Something called Camille. A costume drama. We shot it in four weeks. I turned it down again and again, and my agent kept telling me about all the big names they were signing up—Ben Kingsley, Denholm Elliott, Billie Whitelaw, John Gielgud—so now I guess I’m implicating all of them. Anyway, you never really know if a film is going to be good, until it’s over and done with. Camille closed in a week. I learned my lesson. It was the only time I took my agent’s advice.”

THE ITALIANS on the other side of the plate glass were holding up their cameras and trying to get her to smile for them, and she was having fun smiling when they were not ready and looking serious when they were.

“I’ve just remembered,” she said, “another film I’ve made about exile. It’s the next film I’ll have in release—later this year. It doesn’t have a final title yet. It’s about a London girl, very active in the West End, but with an Italian heritage, who goes home for a funeral in Sicily. The whole film takes place in the day and a half it takes her to drive from Rome airport to Sicily.”

“Sort of based on you?”

“Oh yes, on me, the exile. I love to cook, you know, and I live so long in hotel rooms that when I get back to my house in London I have forgotten how to break an egg.”

“But there at last you are home.”

“London is great for being lonely,” she said.
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I WALKED OUT OF THE MARTINEZ and was made uneasy again by the wind. So I turned inland, away from the Croisette and the beach, and walked up into some of the ordinary commercial streets of Cannes. I cut behind the Carlton, walked past the Hotel Savoy, and before long was at the little fruit and vegetable marketplace, at the other end of town from the big market. I took a table in a cafe, ordered an espresso and a Perrier, and began to sketch.

Suddenly I was filled with an enormous happiness, such a feeling as comes only once or twice a year, and focuses all the attention inward on the most momentous feeling of joy, on the sense that in this moment everything is in harmony. I sat very still. I was alone at a table in a square where no one I knew was likely to come, in a land where I did not speak the language, in a place where, for the moment, I could not be found. I was like a spirit returned from another world. All the people around me carried on their lives, sold their strawberries and called for their children, and my presence there made not the slightest difference to them. I was invisible. I would leave no trace in this square, except for the few francs I would hand to the cafe owner, who would throw them in a dish with hundreds of other coins.

After a time, the intensity of my feelings passed, and I sat absolutely still at the table, a blank, taking in the movements before me. There are times when I think it would be possible to lead my whole life like this, a stranger in a foreign land, sitting in a cafe, drinking espresso, sketching on a pad, sometimes buying a newspaper which would tell me in my own language what was happening in other places to other people. I would see myself in the third person—that anonymous figure in the distance, crossing under the trees. Most of the time I am too busy to entertain such reflections. Indeed, I have filled my life so completely with commitments and deadlines that many days there is no time at all to think about the fact that I am living it. But these still moments, usually in a foreign country or a strange city, give me the illusion that all of my life is as distant from me as those of the people in the marketplace, and that in some sense the thing that is really me sits somewhere quietly at a table, watching it all go by.

WE WERE AT THE MIDPOINT of the festival, and the world of cinema had not yet been set aflame with a spectacular new discovery. Indeed, the festival seemed a little tame this year, with no rioting fans trying to force their way into the latest overnight sensation. I remembered the day of the world premiere of Nagasi Oshima’s In the Realm of the Senses, the drama about the geisha who emasculated her lover in passionate and graphic detail. Riot police had to be called out to control the crowds. And the crush to get into E. T. And even the backstreet scuffle before the Cannes premiere of John Waters’ Polyester, the 1981 drama starring Tab Hunter and the transvestite Divine, in which Divine began to feel she might have a drinking problem after she began to siphon gas out of automobiles and drink it. That was the Waters film, you may recall, that was filmed in “Odorama,” with every patron being issued a scratch ‘n sniff card. It would have been easy enough to schedule additional screenings of the movie, but was there time to send back to the States for more cards?

The 1987 films, like the festival, seemed a little middle-aged. The audience favorite so far was Dark Eyes, by the Russian director Nikita Mikhalkov, based on the Chekhov story about an Italian who falls in love with a Russian woman at a spa, and follows her back to Russia, making up attractive lies about himself as he goes along. The film starred Marcello Mastroianni, who looked like a shoo-in for the best actor prize.

ASSESSING THE ENTRIES in his festival program, Menahem Golan was in an analytical mood at lunch on the beach. Cannon’s entries included Andrei Konchalovsky’s Shy People, with Barbara Hershey as a fierce Louisiana bayou woman, and Jill Clayburgh as her chic visiting relative from Manhattan. It would play Thursday. Barbet Schroeder’s Barfly, the Mickey Rourke-Faye Dunaway film, was scheduled for the final Monday of the festival. Cannon’s other entries were out of competition; Norman Mailer’s Tough Guys Don’t Dance wasn’t eligible because Mailer was on the jury; and Jean-Luc Godard’s King Lear, the very film inspired by that pact on a table napkin, was being shown in rough-cut form.

“We have a very good chance with either Shy People or Barfly,” Menahem said, handicapping the field. “At the very least, acting prizes for Rourke, Dunaway, or Barbara Hershey. I hear there is a lot of sentiment for Dark Eyes, but I want to buy the rights to distribute it in the United States and certain other territories, and so we might even win with it. Then they would say we bought the prize, we didn’t produce it, but I don’t care; I will buy the film because I like it, not because it might win a prize.”

“So what do you think your chances really are?” I asked.

“Do you want to know what I really think? I think the French would like to give the Palm d’Or to themselves, because this is the fortieth anniversary of the festival, and they have not won the grand prize since A Man and a Woman, in 1966.”

“Which of the French entries will win?”

Golan shrugged. “There you put your finger on their problem. None of the French entries this year is very strong.”

CANNON’S HISTORICAL FAILURE to win the Palm d’Or was not through a lack of effort. The company has always been cheerfully schizo, announcing its art films with the same gusto it uses for its exploitation product. The Cannon image is probably dominated by its Charles Bronson and Chuck Norris pictures, and such multimillion-dollar flops as the Sylvester Stallone clinker, Over the Top. It’s easy to be patronizing toward its policy of making sequels to movie series that are already exhausted (Death Wish 4, Superman IV). But no other production organization in the world today—certainly not any of the seven Hollywood “majors”—has taken more chances with serious, marginal films than Cannon. Its four major directors at this festival were Konchalovsky, Schroeder, Godard, and Norman Mailer—four names that between them couldn’t get a callback from Paramount.

Menahem Golan’s desperation this year came within a certain context. For years he has arrived at Cannes with at least one film he announces as a good bet for the Palm d’Or, and every year he has been disappointed. His problem, if it is a problem, is that he refuses to stick to one image. If he were a lonely, underfinanced aesthetic, bravely bringing one new film to Cannes every year, he might fare better with the juries. But Cannon arrives with half the films in sight, and perhaps people wonder how the same company could remake King Solomon’s Mines and film Verdi’s Otello in the same year.

GOLAN’S HOPES were especially high at the 1986 festival, when his Grand Prix contenders were Konchalovsky’s Runaway Train and Franco Zeffirelli’s Otello, with Placido Domingo. The Cannon Group wanted to hold an elegant dinner party to welcome Domingo to Cannes, and so of course there was only one appropriate venue: Chef Roger Verge’s Moulin de Mougins, the famous three-star restaurant up in the little, hill village above Cannes. They wanted to do things right. The invitation came signed by Regine, who owns the nightclubs named after her in New York, Paris, and Rome. It was handwritten, and requested me to assist her by attending a dinner in honor of Franco Zeffirelli and Placido Domingo, on the occasion of the premiere of their opera film Otello. All of the letter was in French except for the words “Suit and Tie,” which were in English, because it would be all right if you turned up at the wrong restaurant, but very bad if you turned up at Moulin in your tennis sweater.

The party started at 9:30 P.M. Sleek black Mercedes limousines purred up the twisting road to deposit guests at the little country inn of Chef Verge, one of the inventors of nouvelle cuisine, which is the art of making a little lamb go a long way. The guests gathered in the garden in back of the inn, drinking champagne and Perrier and smoking lots of cigarettes, which is something Europeans still do. I paused at the top of the steps, and there was a squeal behind me, and Grace Jones raced past to throw herself into the arms of Charles Aznavour. “Bon soir, chérie!” he assured her.

Yorum Globus, Cannon’s financial wizard, was standing on the steps next to me. “This is one of the greatest films of all time,” he said. “When we were making it, we thought we would lose four or five million dollars on it, but we didn’t care, because we loved it so much. Now that we see it, we think we will make a lot of money, because it is so good.”

“But you should have known how good it would be,” I told him, “with Zeffirelli and Domingo.”

“That was then, this is now,” he said.

I pushed into the crowd, and found a corner of my own, under a tree in the garden. A blonde woman was standing nearby, and with a double take I realized it was Ursula Andress. She was wearing a leopard-skin dress that covered all of her right breast, which was not the one that was getting the attention.

“Did you see the film by Bellocchio this morning?” she asked.

I said that I did not. I explained that I saw the film by Oshima, starring Charlotte Rampling as a woman who was in love with a chimpanzee.

“At least that is something,” she said. “In the Bellocchio film, the man was in love with his little whistle. Every time he whistled, a woman’s voice said she loved him. The whistle made the voice go. Then he broke his tooth, and could not whistle anymore. Then he was sad. What is this, making love with monkeys and little whistles? Nobody will like this film, and I will explain why: Nobody can like this film.”

Menahem Golan walked over. He wanted me to meet Martin Dias, from Puerto Rico. “He plays the most wonderful Iago in history,” Golan said. Dias was a tall, handsome man with a moustache and jet-black hair. He told me it is easy to make an opera film, compared to singing in an opera.

“We are always ridiculed for the poses we strike on the opera stage,” he said. “Let me tell you, we have to pull that voice up from way down here. If we didn’t strike those poses, there would be nothing coming out.”

It was time to go in to dinner. There were name cards at every place. There were at least one hundred places. Regine, with the burnt-orange hair, was whispering with Roger Verge, who had a white hat, white pants, white apron, and a little white moustache.

I sat down and introduced myself to my dinner partners. The most interesting person at the table was Richard Harrison, a handsome American who lives in Rome and produces movies. He used to be an actor. He looked like a healthy Peter O’Toole. In the heyday of the spaghetti Western, he starred in more than one hundred movies.

“I have the distinction of having turned down A Fistful of Dollars,” he said. “In those days, we all worked all the time, and we made the equivalent of a million dollars a year, and the taxes weren’t bad. I had a Rolls, a Ferrari, a place in Madrid, another one in Rome, and country places in Spain, Italy, and England. Then it all fell apart. Today the Italian cinema is dead.”

I asked him how he was doing.

“Well, while my wife and I were asleep not long ago, thieves cleaned us out. Everything. We have a Doberman, but not a peep out of him. Then they got my Mercedes. I had two alarms, a gas-line cutoff, an ignition lock, and chains around the tires. Nothing stops them.”

Dinner began with La fondue de pointes d’asperges violettes aux fevettes. Then we had L’escalope de saumon sauvage d’ecosse en crème de ciboulette. Then les tendres noisettes de sisteron en tian d’aubergines sauce à la fleur de thym.

Regine talked with Grace Jones. Charles Aznavour talked with Ursula Andress. Menahem talked to Yorum. Omar Sharif, with large gloomy circles under his eyes, sat at a table in the corner with his bridge partners. He looked like he stays up late too many nights, playing cards. Placido Domingo had not arrived. Richard Harrison said he rememberd when Charles Bronson got $20,000 a picture and was depressed because he was in love with his best friend’s wife, and thought his career was over and he wasn’t getting any younger. But Bronson held on, and eventually he was making $600,000 a picture and was married to the woman he loved, which shows you that some stories have a happy ending.

Menahem Golan was behind me. “There is no way,” he said, “that Otello does not deserve the Palm d’Or. It is one of the most magnificent films ever made. Plus it has culture, class, style, Placido Domingo, and Franco Zeffirelli. What more do they want?”

A few days later, the Palm d’Or was given to The Mission.

IN THE LATE AFTERNOON, I went to see Slam Dance, the new film by Wayne Wang, whose Chan Is Missing was a quixotic Chinatown comedy that cost something like $28,000 and won the hearts of just about everyone who saw it. Then he made Dim Sum, with a romantic Catch-22: The old uncle, a bartender, was paying court to the heroine’s mother, who would not remarry as long as her daughter was still at home—and the daughter would not marry on the grounds that her mother needed her. Slam Dance represented a new direction for Wang, a move away from Chinese-American everyday lives and into the world of film noir. The movie starred Tom (Amadeus) Hulce as a cartoonist whose girlfriend was found dead, thrusting him into the middle of another one of those standard Hollywood plots in which he had to prove himself innocent before the cops closed in. Mary Elizabeth Mastrantonio was Hulce’s ex-wife, Virginia Madsen was the girlfriend with a mysterious past (and a thankless role done entirely in flashback), and Harry Dean Stanton was a sardonic vice cop. The plot was infuriating because I had seen it so often before, but Wang directed with a lighthearted style that seemed to care for the story as little as I did, and Hulce had a certain dogged charm as the hero.

Why is it that we depend so desperately on plots to keep movies moving along? Wang’s first two films made it clear that plotting was not his strength and probably not even his interest. He is one of those filmmakers, like Agnes Varda, who is oriented toward episodes and behavior, toward moments in time when the characters reveal themselves by being transparently themselves, instead of units in a mechanical story. I’ve always enjoyed offhand, short-story types of films, like Truffaut’s Small Change or Altman’s Three Women, in which there is not a beginning, a middle, and an end, but a potentially boundless universe of behavior. In plotted films, you can often anticipate what’s coming next by estimating how far along in the movie you are. The most boring stage of most plots, for me, is that moment at 90 minutes in a 115-minute movie, when the hero is obliged to believe for a time that everything is lost.

Robert Bresson is right. Plot is theater, and the movies are not theater. The movies are time, and movies with people in them are behavior and personality in time. But moviegoers so rarely give themselves the opportunity to find that out; they go to one retread after another, eventually even convincing themselves that they enjoy being able to predict the next development. It was amazing, last winter in my University of Chicago class on Bresson, to find all those people prepared to be frustrated by his peculiar notions of filmmaking—and then to see them converted with such enthusiasm that some of them actually decided their idea of a film had been changed.

BY EVENING, a certain controlled hysteria was growing in the press corps, as the Friday visit of the Prince and Princess of Wales drew closer. Every reporter in Cannes hoped to be included on the guest list, which was being selected by some sort of secret process involving the British delegation and the festival press office.

Charles and Diana were scheduled to arrive on Friday morning, accept the keys to the city at noon, take a guided tour of the marketplace displays (easily the tackiest and most depressing sight Cannes had to offer), and then be present in the evening at a dinner in honor of Sir Alec Guinness. I ran into Peter Noble, who repeated his claim that some of the London dailies were offering £1,000 for press credentials to the dinner. He also speculated that the royal couple had timed their arrival to come the day after the screening of the most prestigious British entry in this year’s festival, Prick Up Your Ears, the story of the murder of playwright Joe Orton by his homosexual lover.
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“It’s not the sort of thing they want the royals connected with,” Noble explained.

“What will they be seeing?”

“The Whales of August. Lillian Gish and Bette Davis. Most eminently respectable. The dodgiest part of their whole visit will be when they go down into the Palais basement to visit the marketplace. I imagine they have an advance team mapping out a route to get them from Canada to Australia to New Zealand without passing any porno displays.”

THURSDAY. I was awakened by a call from Renee Furst, who said she could arrange an interview with Barbara Hershey at noon. I said that was a little awkward since Shy People wasn’t screening until two o’clock. “But she’s got her press conference afterwards,” Renee said. “Besides, sweetie pie, this will be your exclusive.”

Renee and I have both been coming to Cannes so long that we both knew what she meant by exclusive. It did not mean that Hershey would give an interview only to me. It did not even necessarily mean that Hershey would not talk to Dave Kehr, of the Tribune. What it meant was that during the time I was interviewing her, no one else would be interviewing her. In other words, she would be talking exclusively with me during that time. This sort of exclusive is the newspaper equivalent of Billy Baxter’s credentials, which certified they were worn by the bearer, but I was grateful to Renee all the same, because I had not interviewed Hershey in a long time, not since she was in Paul Williams’s Dealing in Toronto in 1968.

I have already described Renee Furst as the most visible American publicist at Cannes. The whole publicity apparatus at Cannes is essential to the success of a film, because while only a few films can win prizes, all of the films can get publicity. A success at Cannes is as important in Europe as an Academy Award is in America, but the festival has only recently started to attract the attention of such high-profile U.S. TV operations as “Entertainment Tonight” or Cable News; for most of the last decade, the American press presence at Cannes has been limited to newspaper and magazine film critics. Publicists like Furst, who specialize in foreign and art films, use a Cannes premiere as a launching pad for the eventual American release of a movie. To play your independent feature at Cannes is sort of one-stop shopping; newspapers from New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Boston, Denver, Houston, Philadelphia, and Toronto will be represented (the Washington Post never comes), along with Time, Newsweek, the Village Voice, New York, Vanity Fair, Film Comment, and American Film. And, sad to say, those outlets are about all an art or independent film needs to be launched in America; Dan Talbot, the president of New Yorker Films, once supplied me with the shocking statistic that 85 percent of an art film’s box office gross in North America will be obtained in less than ten theaters. Theaters in the vast majority of American cities never book an art film. (Video is changing that, but video is another story.)

For publicists like Renee Furst, the challenge is clear. She brings along a staff of two assistants, who concentrate solely on selling foreign and independent films to the North American press. They aren’t interested in journalists from anywhere else. (By contrast, many American stars refuse to talk to the American press people at Cannes, on the grounds they are there to sell their movies to Europe.) Renee is not low-key. She’ll pitch her marginal films (for which read, the films the press has almost no interest in) as hard as she can, sometimes using hotter films as bait (“Barbara Hershey wants to talk to you, but are you coming to the Aria luncheon?”). She’ll dream up stunts, such as the time she took sixty journalists on a boat ride to Isle St. Marguerite, a few miles off the coast, to promote a Swiss production named The Boat Is Full. For one of her movies this year, she flew in Chet Baker to give a concert in the Majestic ballroom. It is a tribute to her effort, I suppose, that I remember Chet Baker, although I cannot remember what film he was promoting.

Renee’s strategy is often to get the press out of Cannes altogether, so they won’t be slipping away from a press luncheon to attend an afternoon screening. Her favorite destination for these expeditions is La Columbe d’Or, the famous restaurant in an inn on the square in St. Paul-de-Vence, the medieval hilltop village where for many years Simone Signoret had lunch every day, and Yves Montand was often seen playing boules in the village square. In the sunlight of the courtyard, peering over an enormous basket of crudités, many a Furst client has pitched his movie to many an interviewer. Can the press be bribed by wonderful, languorous luncheons in legendary restaurants? No, but they can be enticed to attend the luncheon, at which good manners suggest that they at least speak to Renee’s client, after which it is in the hands of the gods.

Other kinds of press agents handle other kinds of tasks. There is, for example, the omnipresent Pierre Rissient, a Frenchman who has directed films and done time as a critic, but now seems to function as sort of an ambassador without portfolio, representing everybody in the film world to everybody else. A balding man with a preoccupied look, invariably dressed in a dress shirt from the Philippines, Rissient does not do public relations per se. He handles things. Other press agents may be able to get a reservation at Moulin des Mougins; Rissient stays there during the festival. He handles only special clients and special challenges; the year that Apocalypse Now and Volker Schlöndorff’s The Tin Drum shared the Palm d’Or at Cannes, Rissient perhaps not coincidentally represented both of them. When Clint Eastwood came to Cannes with Pale Rider and then went on to speak at the Cinématheque Français and London’s National Film Theater, Warner Brothers hired Rissient to make the arrangements.
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Another influential Cannes publicist is Margaret Gardner, head of the London office of Rogers and Cowan, the prestigious Beverly Hills p.r. firm. Like Rissient, she doesn’t do routine press; she handles the firm’s important clients with kid gloves. Last January in London she swore to me she had attended her last Cannes festival. (“It’s madness. I can’t take it anymore.”) But in May she was there, personally handling arrangements for Paul Newman and Joanne Woodward. Newman gave no exclusive interviews at Cannes—he only did the press conference—but Gardner was on hand to hold the press at bay, make arrangements, suggest restaurants, send flowers, and be a friend after Woodward was mugged on the day after The Glass Menagerie screening.

IT WASN’T AS IF Peter Noble didn’t warn everyone. Noble’s column in Screen International is filled with daily warnings about the usual assortment of pickpockets, purse-snatchers, muggers, and thieves, who hold an annual convention at Cannes, along with pathetic gypsy families who display their allegedly starving children while begging for alms in front of the big hotels. Many of the gypsies double as pickpockets, using transparent ploys to get into the fancy restaurants. An urchin will try to sell a woman a rose in a plastic tube, while her little brother lifts the purse off the back of her chair. I have watched one gypsy child grow up, year after year at Cannes, first exhibited as a starveling, then used to sell roses, now selling bracelets. She has grown into a beautiful teenager, but somehow seems destined never to enter the mainstream with the rest of us; her outsider status has been seared into her since birth, and her eyes contain anger and suspicion.

Woodward was not the only mugging victim. Director Bernardo (Last Tango in Paris) Bertolucci had his wallet and passport stolen on Wednesday, the day before Woodward went out for a stroll near the Carlton Hotel and was waylaid by two culprits on a motorbike, who grabbed her purse and knocked her down, stealing her passport, money, and credit cards. The names of the two victims caused some sardonic speculation wherever the press gathered to gossip. Assuming that the thieves did not know the identities of their famous targets, was it possible that a couple identifying themselves as Bernardo Bertolucci and Joanne Woodward would attempt to go through customs? And would they make it?

AT A LITTLE PAST NOON, I settled down with Barbara Hershey across the table on Renee Furst’s terrace at the Majestic. We both needed double espressos. Inside the room, Renee and her assistants manned three phones and stuffed press releases into envelopes.

“This is like the mad tea party,” Hershey said.

“I haven’t seen the film yet,” I said.

“Neither have I,” she said. “I’m seeing it tonight.”

“What do you hear?”

“The usual. Everybody says it’s great, but then what else are they going to say? Tonight will tell.”

By all accounts, it was a strange and daring film, shot by Konchalovsky on location in the bayous of Louisiana, with Hershey and Clayburgh up to their necks in swamp water for hours at a time. I had a good feeling about the film because of my interest in Konchalovsky, a Russian émigré who made Runaway Train and Duet for One and achieved a sort of anonymous fame as the original of Shirley MacLaine’s lover “Vassily” in her autobiography Dancing in the Light.

I said something to Hershey about the time we’d met in Toronto, when she was going through her mystical flower child period and had changed her name to Barbara Seagull in honor of the bird that had died while she was filming Last Summer, a bird she felt had made its way into her own soul.

“It was a difficult lifetime,” she said. “The one I’m living now wouldn’t know how to describe it. I was a child. That’s a lot of what that was about. I didn’t really have a notion of myself. I’m really pretty normal. I don’t live an exciting life, and my time is filled up with the usual things people fill their time with. I took an art class. I started drawing. I sat between scenes in the trailer on a set, and drew pictures of these people in Louisiana. It’s a wordless way to deal with tension, and the slow passage of time.”

We talked of the usual things. Her Seagull period. The stretch in the seventies when she was branded as an eccentric and had trouble finding work. Her 1981 horror film The Entity, which has been all but forgotten, but which was really her comeback, because she was so good in it, so touching, as a single mother of three kids who knew that there was something evil in the house with her, and couldn’t get the shrink to take her seriously. Then, at last, in her late thirties, came the rehabilitation of her reputation and the rebirth of her career: Roles in The Natural, The Right Stuff, Hannah and Her Sisters, and Tin Men.

“I’ve had a nice few years here,” she said. “I’m grateful, but I’m not complacent. I sure don’t feel like I’ve arrived at anything. I’m not a personality actor. People don’t come to see me because of the way they know I’ll behave. I’m not a star. I believe acting is half who you are, and half what you do. You’re only capable of portraying what you’re capable of understanding. You can put on the false teeth and the nose, but you can only play the character if you can play it from somewhere inside of yourself.”

She talked of her character Lee, Hannah’s sister: “She’s in a perpetual student state. I never got the sense, even with marriage, that she would ever quite grow up. Some people eventually graduate. Lee would only let go of one man when she had a new mentor to go to.”

“How do you prepare for a character?”

“When I get the time? I’m an eleventh-hour actress. I only had five days’ notice for The Right Stuff. Three days for The Natural. For Shy People, I had a lot of advance notice for once. I’m playing this woman who lives with her sons in the middle of Louisiana, and has never left the swamp. She’s ferociously in love with her children, who are all grown. I read the script, and all I could think about was the Old Testament. When blood ties and a sense of right and wrong are more important than any possible social nicety. When I see the film tonight, I don’t know what I’ll think. But I suspect it will be very mythic, very Russian.”

A brief silence. “I can tell you really, really care about this film,” I said.

“I wasn’t trying to give that impression. But yes.”

SHY PEOPLE was everything Hershey must have hoped for, and more. I saw it an hour later in the big auditorium of the Palais, with its vast screen and perfect sound, and the presentation helped reinforce the effect of an epic—a bold, daring movie so determined to inspire strong emotions that it dealt in overacting, exaggeration, the supernatural and the absurd, anything to pound the audience with its power. It was the kind of flat-out, unapologetic, lurid melodrama that Hollywood used to have the balls to make, before everyone went to film school and got good taste and learned to make clever remakes of successful formulas instead of taking wild, exuberant chances. Lillian Gish was in town, I knew, for the premiere of her film on Friday. I doubted if she would have a chance to see Shy People, but I imagined it was the kind of film she would have admired, the kind of film D.W. Griffith might have made.

Barbara Hershey was amazing in the film, as an illiterate swamp woman who ruled her family with an iron hand. Her character had the kind of fierce concentration that spoke of zealotry, and you knew almost within seconds of her first appearance that it would not be wise to cross this woman in anything that was really important to her. Jill Clayburgh had a trickier role, one that required a careful balance between drama and self-satire, as a Cosmopolitan magazine feature writer who got the idea of plunging into the swamps of Louisiana for a feature on a long-lost branch of her family. She finds a lot more family history than she bargained for.

Konchalovsky had the nerve to deal with material a lot of American directors might have felt was too imperiled with clichés: His plot played like God’s Little Acre crossed with Deliverance, with some L’il Abner thrown in. Clayburgh visits the swamp with her teenage daughter (Martha Plimpton), a promiscuous druggie. Their boat journey into the swampland is like a trip to the heart of darkness, with magnificent overhead shots of their boat disappearing into the wilderness, shots that were superficially beautiful and yet created an odd sense of foreboding. At the end of the journey, they find Hershey, a child bride, now in her thirties, ruling as a strong matriarch over her grown sons. One is caged in a shed for misbehaving, one is retarded, one is married and expecting a child. A fourth son has fled the backwaters to open a saloon in town, and Hershey, suspicious of all outsiders, has disowned him.

By the end of the movie, Clayburgh will have her life threatened by drowning, by alligators, by ghosts, by exposure, and by almost being run down by her own motorboat. Plimpton will have been raped and lost in the swamp. Hershey will not have budged an inch. And Konchalovsky will have made an utterly original film. I didn’t know what the jury thought, but I had found my personal choice for the Palm d’Or.

I telephoned Renee Furst. “I’ve seen the movie,” I said.

“What did you think?”

“I think I’ve got to talk with Barbara Hershey again.”

THE RETROSPECTIVE OF CLIPS that was shown to the press on Wednesday was screened again on Thursday evening for the black-tie ceremonies honoring the festival’s anniversary. The guest of honor was Elizabeth Taylor, who arrived forty-five minutes late while the audience joined in rhythmic hand-clapping and shouts for the movie to begin. Howie Movshovitz, the film critic from Denver, worked it out: Assuming that the Palais holds 3,000 people, Taylor was responsible for the loss of 2,250 hours of potential film-watching time, which worked out to 1,551.25 viewings of Assault of the Killer Bimbos.

MY INVITATION to the dinner for the Prince and Princess of Wales was delivered Thursday night at the hotel, along with instructions on how to pick up my ticket in person, why I had to bring along a passport and one other piece of identification, etc., and a space down in the corner noting that the invitation was absolument personnelle, not transferable, and for one person only—the “one” drawn in with elaborate calligraphy, deliberately difficult to alter. I was in.

FRIDAY DAWNED clear and bright. I called home and told my mother I was having dinner with Prince Charles and Princess Diana. It’s the sort of detail that means something to your mother. Then I went to the 8:30 A.M. press screening of The Whales of August, the same film the royals would be seeing later in the day, so I would be prepared in case the Princess asked me what I thought about it. I was even prepared to tell her how many films I saw in a week.

THE MOVIE WAS BY LINDSAY ANDERSON, the British director of If and O Lucky Man, whose elderly cast included Lillian Gish, Bette Davis, Vincent Price, and Ann Sothern. It takes place near the end of the season in the Maine cottage where Gish and Davis, sisters, have summered for years. Now they are facing a momentous question: Can Gish still find the strength to care for her blind sister? Price plays an indigent European count who explains, “I have spent my life as the guest of friends.” His latest friend has died, and now he is looking for a new home. Sothern has her eye on him.

The movie is sort of an On Golden Pond about really old people (Gish is ninety-two). The actors and their characters are so old they they have passed beyond age and into a sort of status somewhere between survivors and saints. Anderson’s camera lovingly explores their faces, which are wrinkled and old but luminous. Davis, finally stripped of the mask of makeup she has adopted in her old age, looked especially beautiful.

LILLIAN GISH was in splendid form later in the afternoon, at her press conference in the Palais. She was wearing a print dress and a floppy straw hat, and when the audience stood up and cheered her entrance, she looked as if she thought she deserved every moment of the ovation, which of course she did. This was the woman who starred in The Birth of a Nation, and whose presence at Cannes represented the whole life span of the feature film as an art form. Never married, rumored to still be carrying a torch for D.W. Griffith after all these years, Gish revealed some surprising memories, like the time Louis B. Mayer offered to boost her career by involving her in a scandal.

“Lillian,” she said Mayer told her one day in 1929, “you’re way up there on a pedestal and nobody cares. Let me knock you off. I know I can help your career—let me arrange a scandal for you.”

Miss Gish paused for dramatic effect. “Well,” she remembered replying, “I’ve never had a scandal, Mr. Mayer. I’ve never done anything that wasn’t public knowledge. The rest of the time, I spend with my mother and my sister Dorothy.”

But Mayer was insistent, Gish said, and so she finally answered, “Give me three days.” At the end of the three days she told Mayer she did not want to have her career helped by a scandal, and Mayer said, “I can ruin you!” So, she said, she packed up and returned to Broadway—where she appeared on the stage for six years. Miss Gish nevertheless found time to make about 106 movies in a career that began with Griffith at the dawn of the feature film, and still continues, even though she lamented the fact that actresses seem to age faster than actors in Hollywood.

“When I was very young, I played the child of Lionel Barrymore. Some years later, I played the woman he loved. A few years after that, I played his wife. And I promise you, if Lionel Barrymore had lived long enough—I would have played his mother.”

Nobody asked her what sort of scandal L.B. Mayer had in mind.

THE PRESS CONFERENCE for Gish was an example of what has become an art form at Cannes, the ritualized confrontations between the stars, the directors, and the press. Most of the press conferences take place in the Salon du Presse, inside the Palais, but the biggest stars, like Paul Newman, Clint Eastwood, or James Stewart, are moved upstairs to the Ambassadeurs nightclub to accommodate the overflow. And sometimes there are truly bizarre variations on the theme, as in 1983, when Timothy Leary and G. Gordon Liddy held a breakfast press conference on the beach; or 1985, when Peter Bogdanovich rented his own hotel ballroom to denounce changes made by the studio in his official entry, Mask.

Most press conferences at Cannes are worth missing, which you cannot easily do, since they are carried by closed-circuit television to every hotel lobby and public area. The routine is always the same. The director and the actors file onstage, followed by various assistants, co-stars, translators, and flunkies. Dozens of cameramen instantly stand on their chairs and begin to shoot photographs. The writing press immediately sets up a chant: Asseyez vous! Asseyez vous! Down in front! A festival spokesman makes dire warnings that the photographers will be ejected if they do not comply. The star of the press conference lights a cigarette or pours a glass of water. Then it is time for the questions, which come in several languages and usually include at least one political speech, one job application, one attempt at shameless flattery of the subject, and one completely insane remark that no one can understand. It is traditional for the subjects of the press conference to appear bored and slightly irritated, as if they are not sure why they must subject themselves to this bombardment. These doubts have occurred to them, of course, after they have spent thousands of dollars and flown thousands of miles in order to be here.

Some answers are absolutely standard. No matter who is being interviewed, you can be sure that: (1) Everyone sharing the dais with the speaker is an absolutely marvelous and talented human being; (2) The film has been a pet project for years; (3) It doesn’t matter if it wins a prize, because being here at Cannes is honor enough; (4) Nobody has the slightest idea what the message of the film is, or indeed if it has one; (5) All interpretations of the film by the journalists are quite plausible; and (6) It is just a shame the filming had to end, and everybody is looking forward to working together again as soon as possible.

OCCASIONALLY, however, a true original will visit Cannes, and break the mold, supplying an answer that is hilarious, off the wall, or completely unexpected. Here is a small anthology of such precious moments:

Mohammad Ali (asked to name his favorite actor, 1978): “Christopher Lee. I liked him in Dracula. And I met him in Los Angeles and he was a nice man, humble, lives modest in a nice apartment, doesn’t hang around with movie stars. Plus he came to one of my fights.”

Peter Bogdanovich (attacking the cuts in Mask, 1985, and asked about Cher’s performance): “You have to remember that this was the first time Cher had to play a dramatic role so difficult and so long. She was one of forty women we considered for this movie. We were also thinking of Ellen Burstyn, Eileen Brennan, Jane Fonda, and Bonnie Bedelia. She wouldn’t listen to me, so sometimes I would work through the other actors to get the message across. She didn’t quite know all the time what we were doing. I had to use every trick in the book to get that performance out of her.”

Cher (same year, same movie): “Someone mentioned my respect for his work. I don’t think those words came out of my mouth. When he had one idea and I had another, I went my own way. Sure, if I were a director, that would piss me off. But I did what I had to do.”

Clint Eastwood (on his yacht after the premiere of Pale Rider, 1985, reflecting on the nature of fame): “Jack Warden, back in his drinking days, got thrown in the clink one night, and this drunk is trying to remember who he is. Finally the drunk figures it out. So the drunk says, ‘You know, Jack, I’ve been very close to show business myself. I screwed Peggy Ann Garner’s maid.’”

Nastassja Kinski (after Moon in the Gutter, 1983, describing what it was like working with Gerard Depardieu): “In the scene where I met him for the first time, when I walked into the cafe and saw him, I have never had such a sensual experience in my real life as I had in that scene from the cinema. There was no past, no future, only now. It was like . . . like . . . like being bathed with Perrier. Everywhere, you know.”

Timothy Leary (promoting Return Engagement, a documentary about his lecture tour with G. Gordon Liddy, 1983): “Our disagreement is an eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation between my politics, which are the politics of life and of the future, and Mr. Liddy’s politics, which are the politics of guns, power, wealth, the police, the military, and animal competition.”

G. Gordon Liddy: “It is rather hard to have an eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation with a man whose pupils have contracted to pinpoints because of chemical ingestion.”

Tony Curtis (after the premiere of Insignificance, 1985): “I never ever said, Yondah lies duh castle of my faddah. That line has become part of the folklore. You go to see the movie, you listen for yourself. What I said was, clear as day, father. See, I’m a Hungarian Jew from Brooklyn. So they thought I had to pronounce it faddah, because it fits the stereotype. Laurence Olivier was in the same picture, but nobody thinks he ever mispronounced anything in his whole fucking life.”

Werner Herzog, legendary German director, talking about the aborigine practices in his film Where the Green Ants Dream, 1984: “The ‘beliefs’ of the aborigines in the film are not their beliefs, but mine. I made up all of their legends about green ants and tribal trees, because I would not presume to make a movie about their real beliefs. It would take me years to understand them. The movie is not anthropologically correct about aborigines, or biologically correct about green ants.”

Jean-Luc Godard (after showing a rough cut of King Lear, 1987): “This is one of the least-known of Shakespeare’s plays.”

Sybil Danning (talking about making Hercules Unchained with Lou Ferrigno, 1982): “He didn’t let me look like the other gladiators. I had to wear a cloak all the time.”
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THE ROYALS made their first public appearance a little before noon, in front of the City Hall down by the yacht harbor (and, in fact, in view of my favorite table at the cafe of my morning ritual). Anne-Marie Dupuy, mayor of Cannes, presented them with the key to the city, and a young British girl presented Princess Di with a bouquet of local wildflowers, while I drew the touching scene in such a frenzy that I mangled Di’s left arm. Prince Charles then made a speech in French, drawing hearty laughter at a point when he was evidently unprepared for it. Explaining that his royal ancestors had long enjoyed the French Riviera, he wanted to use the French idiom coup de foudre (literally “stroke of lightning”), which means “a great passion,” to explain just how much Prince Edward had enjoyed his visits to the Côte d’Azur. Unfortunately, the French for “stroke” and “backside” are very close, and what the Prince unmistakably said was that Edward had an “ass of lightning” for the Riviera.
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THERE WAS JUST TIME to hurry over to the Palais for the 2:30 press screening of Someone to Love, Henry Jaglom’s new film. Jaglom is a man obsessed by the cinema and by the quality of his personal relationships, and the two obsessions often come together in his films, such as Always, which was about his search for love. In the last years of Orson Welles’s life, Jaglom was his close friend and confidant, and I especially wanted to see Someone to Love because it contained Orson Welles expounding on life, death, and the cinema, and included a curtain speech which was said to be deeply moving.

There was a mob scene outside the glass doors to the auditorium, and although I tried to push and shove in the best French manner, the guards slammed the doors shut just as I arrived at the head of the line. So my record was still intact: I had never yet successfully gained entrance to a Jaglom film at Cannes.

I turned away, disconsolate, and then there was a hammering on the glass. I turned and saw Jaglom inside the hall, signaling to me. I went back to the door and watched as Jaglom tried handmade French and English on the uniformed usher, who finally removed the chains from the door handles and let him out.

“Thank God,” he said. “You gotta see this. Orson’s first speech is brilliant.”

He grabbed me by the arm and turned to usher me inside, but now the door was locked again. History had repeated itself.

“Open the door!” Jaglom screamed through the glass. “The movie is starting!”

The guard made a dismissing motion with his hands and called out, “Complet!”

“Full!” Jaglom cried. “It cannot be full! I have just left. You have seen me leave. Therefore, my seat, at least, is empty.”

“Complet!” the guard said again, and turned away.

“Monsieur!” Jaglom screamed through the glass. “I am the director! The directeur! What the fuck is the word? Realisateur! Le movie c’est moi! My movie!”

The guard remained standing with his back to the door. But another guard nodded and walked over to let us in. Jaglom grabbed my arm again and we ran to the theater doors. Inside, all was dark as Welles’s magnificent voice boomed through the room. Jaglom knew the way. “Follow me,” he said, leading me down a row of people who complained as we stepped on their feet. “Here!” he said, and I found a seat in the dark. As I sat down I felt a hand on my shoulder and heard Sally Kellerman’s low, sensuous voice: “Got any popcorn?”

Jaglom’s work and life seem inseparable. Within a few minutes I could see that was especially the case with Someone to Love, in which he invites all of the single people he knows to a party on Valentine’s Day, and then makes a film in which they talk about being single and being lonely. The testimony comes from Kellerman, Andrea Marcovicci, Kathryn Harrold, and various other friends, and meanwhile Jaglom’s great friend Welles looms like a magisterial presence over the proceedings, offering amused profundities about the human condition.

All right, then, why are we all so lonely? On the basis of the film, I gathered it was because people are the victims of a paradoxical process as they grow older: Their expectations grow higher as their desirability diminishes. By the time a man grows old enough to understand what constitutes a truly great woman, he is too old to interest her. Parts of the movie seemed scripted, but other moments seemed completely spontaneous, as when Kathryn Harrold walked over to Jaglom and said she had to leave early, she’d forgotten about something. Not long after this movie was made, Harrold left Los Angeles and moved to New York, a city in which it is impossible to conceive of Someone to Love being filmed.
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THE DINNER in the presence of the Prince and Princess of Wales was being held to honor Sir Alec Guinness, who would be introduced by Clive James, praised by David Puttnam, ribbed by Peter Ustinov, and toasted by Charles. The actual reason for the dinner, of course, was to show the British flag at Cannes, promote the national film industry, and dominate the publicity for the festival’s second weekend. The presence of the royals made all of this incalculably more exciting, and everyone who had an invitation kept casually mentioning it all day long in conversation.

Guards were three deep at the door of Les Ambassadeurs, checking credentials. Inside the room, the guests were clustered as close as they could get to the door, to check out all the celebrities as they entered. You have to understand that nobody is more impressed by celebrities than other celebrities; having spent a lifetime becoming famous, they value fame more than ordinary people, and are more impressed when they see it. I wandered through the crowd, happy as a clam, asking people inane questions such as how they felt about being at the dinner. Jon Voight provided the best answer: “The thing I like about meeting royalty is that it’s such a good opportunity for committing faux pas.” Cassandra Peterson, who plays Elvira, the TV horror movie hostess, told me “I haven’t seen so many black ties since I premiered Prom Night Coeds in Bondage.” Robert Altman recalled that he had directed Lillian Gish in A Wedding, her one-hundredth picture: “She kept telling me what Mr. Griffith would have done.”

A bandstand was set up opposite the head table, and after Clive James ordered everyone to go to their seats, the band played “The Colonel Bogey March” from Bridge on the River Kwai, and the royal couple and Sir Alec entered the room, followed by various British and French dignitaries. I noticed that Lindsay Anderson, director of The Whales of August, did not have a seat at the head table but had been relegated to a table near me. I asked a British press attaché why Anderson wasn’t up front, and was told, off the record, that the French had demanded so many seats for themselves that there wasn’t room for him. Photographers were allowed a five-minute photo opportunity, during which they all but ignored Charles in their eagerness to photograph Diana.

We were served an unidentifiable appetizer, and while we were eating it I was told a story about the shooting of The Whales of August by a distribution executive who asked to remain nameless: “One day,” he said, “Lindsay Anderson told Miss Gish she had just done a wonderful closeup. ‘She should,’ Bette Davis snapped. ‘She invented them.’”

PETER USTINOV stood up and began telling stories about Olivier, Gielgud, and Richardson. The point of all the stories was to prove that Guinness was a more modern actor, more concerned with disappearing into his characters than with searing an incandescent impression on the minds of his viewers. “So-called ‘great acting’ is no longer quite modern,” he said, and then told a story about the time Guinness dressed himself in a Nazi officer’s uniform to have some photographs taken, and was standing in a residential area of North London when a policeman approached and informed him that his car was illegally parked.

When it came Charles’s turn to speak, he was plaintive: “Why is it that I am always asked to speak on these occasions? I’m told it doesn’t matter what I say—they just want to hear the sound of my voice. And then when I stand up to speak, people say I’m not as tall as they thought.” He said he remembered seeing Guinness in The Lavender Hill Mob when he was a schoolboy, and then he sat down and Guinness stood up and rather diffidently read a list of several dozen other British actors who had also brought glory to the industry. “Roger Moore . . . Jean Simmons . . . Dirk Bogarde . . .” he droned, calling the roll, and of course he did what people always do on such occasions, he mentioned lots of names of the dead or absent, but overlooked Michael York, who was sitting not ten yards away. After the dessert and coffee, waiters passed among the tables distributing expensive cigars, and there was a brief flurry of excitement when the director Gregory Nava put his down in the wrong place and set his program afire.
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NOW things were beginning to slide together into a blur. I would run into people who would mention films I had seen a week ago, and I was sometimes not even sure I had viewed them at this festival. I was beginning to go a little crazy, as everyone does who attends the entire festival. The directors and the actors stay only for a day or two, to promote their pictures. The buyers and sellers go home after they’ve made a deal. But the press, increasingly dazed, stays for the whole time, processing screenings, interviews, luncheons, and dinners until the festival seems like some kind of bizarre lifestyle, like traveling with the carnival.

The dinner with the royals had lasted until past one o’clock, but I was up for breakfast and the 8:30 A.M. press screening of Norman Mailer’s thriller Tough Guys Don’t Dance. This was his first conventional film, after the avant-garde confusion of Maidstone and two other experimental home movies from the late 1960s.

With Tough Guys Don’t Dance, he was determined to make a “real” movie, a commercial feature film that could play anywhere and draw the crowds on Saturday night. His producer, Tom Luddy, had surrounded Mailer with a veteran professional crew for the location shoot in Provincetown, and Mailer had listened to their advice. When I visited the set in November 1986, indeed, there was not even the slightest suggestion that Mailer was winging it; Mailer operated with cool efficiency and the production was two days ahead of schedule.

Just before I arrived there had been a bloody fist fight not far down the street, two men pounding each other senseless over a woman, blood on the sidewalk, the police involved, but Mailer had hardly heard of it, he was so engrossed in his work. Mailer was watching the way that Ryan O’Neal put down a telephone and turned to the window of a saloon, to see a white Rolls-Royce speed down Commercial Street, the village’s one-way main drag. Mailer was concerned that the car might disappear before his camera could see it. The shot was finally made to his liking, and then he sat down while the crew moved the lights for the next shot, and perhaps the bench next to the window felt familiar, because he observed, “I’ve been coming to this bar for forty years.”

He was all bundled up in a goose-down jacket too small for him, so that he seemed tightly wrapped, leaning against the wall at an angle, his tennis shoes braced against the floor. He had not spoken more than six words before I recognized that he was in a good mood; he had been shooting nights and sleeping days, keeping a punishing schedule for the first three weeks of the first big-budget Hollywood movie he had ever directed, and he was not tired; the experience seemed to exhilarate him. He told me the happiest time of his life was spent when he directed his underground film Maidstone, and that he believed film directing satisfies a side of his personality that’s never been touched by writing: “When you write a novel, it’s all yours, but you can only use one part of yourself. When you direct, you use every last part of yourself—especially a practical side that’s been frustrated all of my life. Movie-making is a punctilious activity. In novel writing, you can get by with a lot of fire and smoke. In the movies, there is less margin for error.”

Mailer had been fighting for years for the title of America’s foremost man of letters, and now he wanted to be a movie director, too. This present opportunity was the direct result of that famous luncheon at Cannes, where Golan and Jean-Luc Godard wrote the contract on a napkin, committing Godard to direct a new film of Shakespeare’s King Lear. Golan wanted Mailer to write the screenplay. He discovered that Tom Luddy, an associate of Francis Coppola’s, knew both Godard and Mailer, and could perhaps put the two of them together. When Luddy discovered that Mailer wanted to direct Tough Guys, he knew he had the key to the deal.

“The two deals were set up together,” Mailer said, smiling to himself. “I knew that writing a screenplay for Godard was like putting a message in a bottle and sending it out to sea.”

Then did you simply agree to write the screenplay so that Cannon would let you direct this movie?

“I had a conscience about it. I wrote a screenplay named Don Learo, transposing the action to a modern-day Mafia family. What comes through is the parallel to Lear, when passion becomes so intense, it levitates, it lifts above reality. You can no longer measure what is sane or insane, the intensity of the passion creates a new state of being, and the fun of the script was precisely translating that passion from Shakespeare’s English to Mafia English. I found that it still held, that it was the equivalent of those marvelous transpositions that good mathematicians can make.”

Mailer actually talked that way. He had been up all night for a week, and the words and ideas came tumbling out of his fatigue, connections made between Shakespeare, the Mafia, and mathematics, and I listened fascinated, until I reminded myself that he had not answered the question.

So in other words, you agreed to write the Godard screenplay in order to get Cannon to let you direct this film?

“I’ve been wanting to direct this film for a couple of years. At one point I was offered $3 million to make it, but then I discovered the money was coming in from people I’d never met and I didn’t have a good feeling about it. I began to have the suspicion it was a laundering operation. I thought, to hell with that; it’s one thing if an unknown director made a movie that way. Nobody would notice. But if I appeared with $3 million, it would demand some scrutiny.”

And then Menahem Golan came along?

“In a funny way, he feels like family,” Mailer said. “I feel as if I understand him. He is easy to caricature, because he always says what he thinks. He’s shrewd, he has sound judgment. The big question is whether he will really make the move from exploitation films to serious ones. The real concern at Cannon is, they like movies brought in on budget. They hate excess expenditure. That fits in with my own ideas: America is a study in waste right now, prodigious waste and shoddy work everywhere. Hollywood is particularly wasteful. So far, we’ve held to our budget. I want to go on and direct more films, and that will only happen if this one is successful. If it fails, I won’t get another job until another twenty years, and by then I’ll be eighty-three.”

I was at the Telluride Film Festival two years ago, I said, when you brought your movie Maidstone, your last directing job. That didn’t go so well, did it?

Mailer shook his head wonderingly. “I witnessed the death of my film,” he said. “The audience left very steadily, throughout the film. Every scene lost one or two people. I was left with forty out of three hundred. I could see the moments that were turning them off.

“I had said before the screening that only three people in the whole world understood and loved Maidstone. After it was over, I told the famous story of Darryl Zanuck. At the wrap party for The Longest Day, he said there were only three people who could do an unassisted one-arm chin-up, and he was one of them. He started to chin himself, and got almost up to the bar, as the drums rolled, but then he could go no further, and finally he farted loudly and dropped to the ground, and said, ‘Now there are only two people.’”

THE FILM MAILER BROUGHT TO CANNES was the best film ever made from a Mailer fiction, which is not saying much. I doubted if it would get good reviews when it opened in America, but I liked the forthright way it told a lurid tale of drugs, adultery, murder, decapitation, and real estate. And I enjoyed the slightly insane tone that Mailer established, as if everyone in the film had learned everything they knew from watching old crime movies. Mailer’s novel had been cast as a thriller, but the movie turned out to be more of a black comedy. It starred Ryan O’Neal as an alcoholic ex-con who gets trapped in a maze involving ex-wives, a porno star, an old school friend, a kinky police chief, and a series of decapitated heads that appear and disappear with cheerful randomness.

TO THE ARIA LUNCHEON at the Majestic, where Renee Furst assigned me to the table with Ken Russell, who said, “In the future, movies will be ten minutes long. People are bored sitting there watching the screen while the people pour the tea and pass the biscuits around. After all, everybody has fast-forward on their videocassette machines.”

Russell was one of seven or eight directors who had been assembled to make Aria, an anthology exercise in which each filmmaker visualized a different operatic aria. He seemed to be taking the press luncheon less than seriously.

“But surely, Ken,” asked Victor Davis of the Sunday Express, “you wouldn’t like critics to review your films by viewing them in fast-forward?”

“Absolutely! How long does it take to get a message? I can walk into this room and mentally compute every one here that I know, and how long it’s been since I’ve seen them, and what I think about them, all in about a hundredth of a second.”

Your new movie, Gothic—have you looked at it in fast-forward?

“It’s slightly fast-forward anyway. About two times normal speed. I’d like to get up to nine times speed, and break the sound barrier. Cinema by Concorde!”

But when you do fast-forward, Mr. Russell, don’t you lose the movie’s sound?

“Splendid! That’s the best thing about it! Sound is so boring. All those special effects, all that dialogue and music. Boring.”

Russell was sitting with his back to the window, the sun streaming in over his shoulders, wearing pink trousers and a pink shirt, and one of those shapeless white cotton jackets that the British are always able to find crumpled up in the bottom of the laundry hamper.

“Opera audiences have seen everything hundreds of times,” he said. “They want something new. That’s my job as the director. Shock them, surprise them, entertain them, outrage them.”

The talk got around to actors Russell had worked with, including William Hurt in Altered States.

“He needs the fast-forward button. With a lot of American actors, you don’t have to be a director so much as an analyst. A good listener. I listened to lots of Bill. Arthur Penn was originally going to direct that picture. I was the twenty-seventh choice. One night Bill said he knew that we all thought he talked too much, and so he would not talk all during dinner, and if he did, he would pick up the check. Ha! He bought us dinners for the rest of the show.”

How do you handle actors?

“You tell them, read three lines, walk over here, say two more lines, walk over here, turn, wait, and leave. All this agonizing over the actor’s motivation, it’s amateurism. Kathleen Turner is very easy to work with. Very professional and prepared. It was funny, though; I saw Prizzi’s Honor, and I thought she was brilliant, but I kept saying, that’s what she did for me in Crimes of Passion—that look, that turn of the head. There are only so many movements one can make, so many faces one can show.”

He poured himself more red wine and chuckled to himself. “I’ve worked a lot with Oliver Reed,” he said. “Now there’s an actor who knows himself. He walks onto the set and says, ‘What do you want? Moody One, Moody Two, or Moody Three?’ Those are his three acting styles. There is nothing else. And he didn’t even have Moody Three until a few years ago. It was the result of hard years of personal growth.”

Tell the story about the time you hit Alexander Walker over the head.

“We were on a television show together. I pulled out his review of my film The Devils, in which he referred to, and I quote, ‘the disgusting spectacle of Oliver Reed’s testicles being crushed.’ Well, when I tried to argue that, he kept changing the subject. So I hit him over the head with his paper. He works for the London Evening Standard. Good job he didn’t work for one of those thick American papers, or he would have been killed.”
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I WANDERED ACROSS from the Majestic dining room to the bar area, and ran into Cassandra Peterson again. She told me that, as Elvira, Mistress of the Dark, she had just starred on a collector’s edition of a commemorative plate. I suggested we have tea. She said she has become the first vampire conglomerate: She stars on television and in her own forthcoming film, she is the national spokesperson for Coors Beer, her famous black dress was the largest-selling costume in America in 1985 and 1986, she sells her own line of theatrical makeup, she has a line of thriller videos, there is an Elvira calendar and a $25 Elvira wig, she is preparing a series of sixty-five Saturday morning kiddie cartoons, and, of course, there is the commemorative plate.

“Vampirella is suing me,” she said. “She starred as a horror movie hostess in the fifties and was in Plan 9 from Outer Space, which has been chosen by the Medveds as the worst movie of all time. She says I stole her act. I think maybe Vampirella is jealous because I have a new movie coming out.”

On television, Elvira is a startling creature with chalk white skin, red lips, jet black hair, and a neckline that plunges all the way down to Plan Ten from Outer Space. Cassandra Peterson looked much less startling. She is a thirty-four-year-old redhead with a big smile and a good figure, and she said all the rest is done with makeup.

“I was in an improvisational comedy group in L.A., and I went to this casting call for a horror hostess. I got the job. It paid $225 a day, for one day a week. I figured, if I wear enough makeup and wigs, nobody will ever know I’m doing this stupid thing. I was also working as a temporary secretary, and before long it got out that I was Elvira, and people would start screaming when they saw me.”

She said she still works as a straight actress under her real name, but there’s no money in it. “I played the biker mom in Pee Wee’s Big Adventure. But Cassandra Peterson works for scale, and Elvira works for big bucks. So I lose money every time I take off the wig.”

“How’d you get the job with Pee Wee Herman?”

“I live next door to him. And my next-door neighbor on the other side is John Paragon, who plays Jambi the Genie, from ‘Pee Wee’s Playhouse.’ I guess it’s like a really weird neighborhood. It’s like a Mad magazine article where the real estate guy is selling you a house and your neighbors are Elvira, Pee Wee Herman, and Jambi the Genie. Also, Vincent Price lives down the street. Pee Wee’s real name is Paul Rubens. When he’s not being Pee Wee, he lets his hair grow long and grows a beard, which takes him about ten minutes—he’s the hairiest man alive. And he smokes cigarettes and talks in a real low voice, and looks like a beatnik.”

“Do you get off on playing Elvira?”

“It’s like guys who go to Vegas for the weekend and stand on tables and pull down their pants, and then they go back home and be businessmen again. Elvira is free to say the strangest things.”

“I’ll bet you get some interesting fan mail.”

“Yeah. From prisons, mental hospitals, and college campuses—you know, people in institutions. A surprisingly large number of them are from women, who ask me how I get that cleavage in the front. They buy the Elvira dress and they want the cleavage, too. It’s just your basic industrial-strength underwired bra. I get into a corset that pushes up all of my skin all the way from my ankles, and it all falls out the front. I’m actually very small, and small-boned. People are surprised when they see me. I only measure 34-21-34, but with that dress on, something just sort of takes me over.”

IN THE LATE AFTERNOON, I went up to Barbara Hershey’s suite in the Carlton Hotel to talk some more about Shy People, now that we had both seen it. She had developed a bad cold and had a box of Kleenex in her hand, and she ordered hot tea from room service. And while she was on the phone, I sat by the window and looked at her and had one of those occasional illuminations that breaks through the routine of journalism. I had seen her on the screen in Shy People, and now I was looking at the person who had played that character, and the character was nowhere to be found. Just a slender, pretty woman around forty who was trying to guess how long room service would take.

There are possibly two kinds of actors: those who draw attention toward themselves, and those who draw it toward their characters. The first kind of actor becomes a star, and probably enjoys that role; they have always sought attention and enjoyed the eyes of other people upon them. The second kind of actor is not really doing the same thing. Their approach to a role is not to find themselves in it, but to lose themselves in it, to make some kind of blind leap into the existence of another person.

For the greatest actors, I suspect, the experience can be spiritual, the exercise of empathy to discover what it might be like to be someone else. There are the stories of dancers who do shows with broken ankles, of actors too drunk to speak until the curtain goes up, of actors who complete road tours even though they are so ill they should be hospitalized. On stage, during the performance, that side of their physical existence is lost. They perform so convincingly that the audience never guesses that there is any problem. Such episodes are usually attributed to “courage” or “showmanship,” but I think it possible that the body of the actor is possessed by the character, that the actor makes a willing leap into the existence of this other person, and can perform as that person even when he cannot even function as himself.

This leads to the phenomenon every interviewer has noticed, of the actor who creates brilliant performances and is inarticulate about them. Robert De Niro, for example, is a great actor but usually has little of interest to say about his performances. I have heard from people who work with him that he is completely articulate about the process of creating a character. He gets involved in physical details, in mannerisms, in working on the dialogue, and his performances have made him the greatest movie actor of our time. Afterwards, he has nothing much to say about what he has done. My notion is that all of his preparation is a form of meditation leading to the moment when he goes to live inside the character, and that when he returns from the performance, he has nothing to say because it was not his experience, it was the character’s experience. Great artists in every medium speak of passing into a state of reverie when their art is really working for them; the left brain shuts down, the right brain controls the instrument in an intuitive way, all of the formal preparation is effortlessly incorporated into the performance, and when the performance is over there is literally nothing to be said about it.

That is why so many interviews with actors are a waste of time. There is nothing they can usefully say about a performance, and at worst they can simply demystify it. What Marlon Brando did in Last Tango in Paris had nothing to do with whether he stuffed cotton wool into his mouth. As an interviewer, I have always found that the best stories have nothing to do with my questions and the subject’s answers. They are stories in which something else happens, and I function as an outside observer. I cannot find out anything about Robert Mitchum by asking him questions. He has nothing to tell me. He has been interviewed ten thousand times. He is bored by all of his own answers. He uses in-jokes and one-liners to amuse himself, and if you ask him why he became a movie actor he will tell you it was because he was once bitten by a rowboat. But if you go with the flow, following the free association, not trying to set the rules for Mitchum’s answers, he is one of the best interviews in the business. Once I sat in the back seat of an automobile while Mitchum and a friend drove aimlessly for hours around Pennsylvania and Ohio, seeking a movie location while Mitchum provided a running commentary. I hardly asked him a single question, and was all but forgotten as I took notes in the back seat. I have never been more pleased with the way an “interview” turned out.

HERE, HOWEVER, was Barbara Hershey, preparing to be interviewed in the traditional way, sitting by the window of her suite in the Carlton, ready for my questions. I said something about the power of the performance and the strangeness of the movie, and how ordinary questions seemed insufficient.

“So many questions are the same,” she said. “The same old stuff. Did I find the character interesting? God, yes! It was a great and intriguing part. I read the screenplay and wanted to do it. No question. But I was scared. Not just because of the externals, which were scary enough, but because of all those dimensions inside the woman. She’s an illiterate swamp woman who looks like she came out of Li’l Abner. Am I gonna make her a human being, and not some caricature? That’s what I asked myself. Can I make it real? Is she in me? I looked inside, and she was.”

What parts of her connected with you?

“I met her finally in a real deep, simple place, which was her love for her children. She saw the outside world as ugly and dangerous, the real swamp, and she wanted to protect her children from that world. And that is the explanation for everything she does in the whole story. She’s very rigid, but she has to be rigid to keep them safe. After all, she’s already lost one son to the outside.”

In the movie, when Jill Clayburgh and Martha Plimpton arrive on their rented motorboat, fresh from the complexities of Manhattan, the contrast between their personalities and Hershey’s bluntness is almost painful. Hershey said it was hard to keep from softening her character simply because of the manners she, herself, had been taught: “She has no interest in the mores or politeness of the outside. She is not mindful of etiquette. In our world, we comfort each other, we tell little lies to make relationships easier. She hasn’t been taught that, and doesn’t have to do it.”

Did you look for people like your character, and study them?

“When I got the role, I knew nothing but the most basic clichés. And a little Faulkner, which isn’t clichés, but which is Faulkner, not research. We went back to this eighty-year-old shack they’d found. The top was an old steamboat cabin. They moved it back further into the swamp. After I had been there awhile, I began to understand a little where this woman was coming from. She was her own company. It was so quiet. So silent. Time took on a different meaning. I understood that there was a silence inside of her that had a complete indifference to the value systems of the New York characters.”

I said I wondered what Konchalovsky, a Russian, had found in a Louisiana swamp to attract him there. She said that perhaps if you stripped off enough of the everyday façade of any character, the character became universal, and that her swamp woman was no more American than Russian. “I had the feeling,” she said, “that Konchalovsky was directing without a net, and he expected us to act without a net. We could not act as we had in other movies because this was not like other movies. I had a lot of doubts. I worked a lot on the dialect—two months with a tape recorder and a voice coach, learning river talk. It’s not Cajun because this woman isn’t a Cajun, but there are some shadings of Cajun in there that she would have picked up.”

I asked her if the company stayed out there in the swamp. A silly question, I suppose, and yet the intensity of this movie reminded me of Werner Herzog’s Aguirre and Fitzcarraldo, two films where he required his cast and crew to live with him in the middle of the rain forest. She smiled.

“We lived in this motel in Lafayette. It was an hour out to the location. I stayed a lot by myself, which was my way of not losing the character. The location was pretty grim. The mosquitoes were terrible. There was a flood, which overflowed the floor of the old house we were using, so we had to build a false floor over the mud. There was a lot of sickness. Nobody much enjoyed getting wet and dirty all the time. Jill Clayburgh had to go through some horrifying experiences, up to her neck in the swamp. We were tired all of the time. Bone tired. But I tell you the truth: You know how rare roles like that are? They’re demanding, but the kind of demanding you hope for. I was in ecstasy most of the time.

“What you hope and pray for, and what is the greatest aspect of location shooting, is that the reality of the place sinks into you and tells you what to do. A few weeks into the shooting, I had this interesting crisis. I had all of these Medea ideas that weren’t working. I found myself in some kind of strange prison. So I threw away all of my preparation and started from scratch. The preparation was very important, and it was also important for me to throw it away. It was an act of faith.”

BEFORE the evening screening of Tough Guys Don’t Dance, Menahem Golan took over the dining room of the Carlton for a dinner in honor of Norman Mailer. I sat next to Debra Sandlund, who plays a blonde sex bomb in the movie and told me she was a high school principal’s daughter who had majored in voice at Northwestern. Henry Jaglom arrived with Andrea Marcovicci, his girlfriend, and Karen Black, who has starred in two of his movies. Black took me to one side and analyzed Gene Siskel’s verbal strategy on television, with special emphasis on how and why he interrupts me. I agreed that sometimes his purpose was simply disruptive, but said I feared I was sometimes guilty of the same thing. Marcovicci mentioned that she sings every Saturday night in a club in Los Angeles, and Jaglom said that she was one of the great saloon singers of her generation, and then Menahem Golan grabbed a microphone and shouted: “All right, now, everybody who is going to the screening has to leave right now, or they will be late!”

I could not imagine another studio chief making an announcement like that, sounding like a camp counselor, but then it occurred to me that Golan was merely expressing what any movie producer would feel: Hey, I spent a lot of money on this movie and it’s playing now, so stop bullshitting each other over your brandy and let’s get over to the screening! On his way out of the Carlton, Golan hurried past Jaglom’s table, saw him, and said, “I want the Israeli rights to Can She Bake a Cherry Pie?! We talk tomorrow!” Then he was gone.
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ON SUNDAY AFTERNOON I went to see Wish You Were Here, said to be the best British entry in the Quinzaine, and felt the kind of stirring you experience when a film is alive. There are so many dead films that after a while you begin to wonder if it’s even the fault of the people who make them, if perhaps it’s not just in the nature of the medium. The hot film schools have drilled their students with the structural formulas of hit movies, and filled them with ambition. If they offered the average cinema-studies graduate the opportunity to gain the whole world but lose his own soul, he’d jump at it. And so we only rarely see American films these days that have the kind of complexity and attention toward everyday life that can be found in a whole range of low-budget recent British films like Local Hero, Experience Preferred . . . But Not Essential, Gregory’s Girl, Letter to Brezhnev, My Beautiful Laundrette, Sid & Nancy, Prick Up Your Ears, and Withnail & I.

Wish You Were Here belonged on that list. It was the story of a teenage girl’s haphazard sexual initiation in postwar England, and it centered on an amazing performance by a newcomer named Emily Lloyd, who grows up while we’re watching her. Orphaned by her mother, raised by her distant and alcoholic father, faced with a society that wants to tame her, she sticks out her tongue, makes rude remarks whenever the opportunity presents itself, and makes it her business to explore the mysteries of sex. Her first lover is a callow teenage boy who comes to bed smoking a cigarette in a holder and doing his Ronald Colman imitation. Her second lover is a burned-out, sardonic projectionist at the local theater, who is also a bookie. Neither man knows the slightest thing about sex—or love, for that matter—and we cringe as we see this cheerful girl’s bright spirit being tested.

WHERE are the missing movies in Bo Derek’s career? She is thirty now, and became a star after she made 10 in 1979. Since then, there have been only two more titles, both produced by her husband, John: Tarzan, the Ape Man and Bolero. Bo Derek could possibly have become an important Hollywood star, sexy and funny, but instead she has disappeared into a disappointing pair of personal productions, and most of her publicity involves wars between the Dereks and the world.

All during the Cannes festival, there were stories of the Dereks enjoying themselves, hitching rides on the Croisette, accepting the loans of Rolls convertibles, being seen. But there was no new Bo Derek movie to announce, and I assumed they were looking to make a deal, to put together a production package. In the afternoon I met Bo at a table in the shade by the Majestic pool, and the first thing I asked her was why there hadn’t been more movies.

“I estimate there are about ten missing films,” I said. “Ten films that in the ordinary course of events you might be expected to make after the success of 10. Plus television, a miniseries, guests shots on ‘Dallas’—there seems to be a whole career missing here somewhere.”

“Oh,” she said. “Well, that’s what we’re here for, to do some business. We came here with a project I’ve wanted to do for a long time. We know it will be a hell of a struggle. It’s a mermaid comedy, set in Venice. We’re selling it to the various territories, the distributors. I know it’s going to be wonderful if we can only get it made.”

She was so beautiful. Her blonde hair fell so far down her back, and her blue eyes looked so earnestly at me, that I confessed I had trouble believing that she couldn’t get a film financed. And besides, hadn’t she received offers to work on other people’s pictures?

“I’m not interested in working with other directors,” she said. “I’ve been asked. I’ve had some wonderful offers. I just now sat with an agent who was trying to save me from myself. But John and I are so happy with what we’re doing. So, okay, we haven’t done that many films. But I’m not an exhibitionist, I love the actual making of a film. And the rest of the time, John and I live up on a mountain, and we have a lot of friends, and we go to dinner and are social, and I’m not quite so bitter as I was.”

“You were bitter?”

“About people in the industry. Studio presidents who are out after three months. People who say one thing and do another. We made Bolero with Cannon, and that didn’t help at all. It was a complete nightmare. Maybe here at Cannes we’ll meet a different group of people. This is not the world of the studios. Here we can speak directly to people. Maybe here we can really go to work. I’m so tired of being pushed and shoved, and cheated if you don’t own a piece.”

“People say John keeps you from working,” I said.

“My marriage is the center of everything,” she said. “Too bad he gets blamed for turning down everything. I turn down everything myself. I’m thirty now. I know what I’m doing. I was sixteen when I met him, and our relationship began when I was seventeen. We made 10 in 1979. After 10, I had to make a decision, whether to be exploited, or to exploit myself. We could have just stayed in our relationship. I don’t enjoy being a performer, being looked at. The thing you have to understand about John and me is, things are going very much the way we want them to go. The way we’ve chosen to be in this business is the hard way, but I prefer it.”

FEDERICO FELLINI kept the festival waiting until the last moment for his new film, Interview. He finished editing it during the festival, and flew it over from Rome, where it was screened for the press on Monday. I attended with a certain dread. Fellini’s great movies still seem to me like the effortless masterpieces of a natural filmmaker. La Dolce Vita (1959) is in many ways my favorite film, and a touchstone in my life. When I was twenty, the character of Marcello represented what I dreamed of; when I was thirty, it represented what I was trapped in; when I was forty, what I had escaped from. It is one of the most visually inventive of all films, and I have never tired of looking at it.

But in recent years Fellini himself has seemed to grow tired, and there isn’t much in City of Women or Ginger and Fred to remind me of his great days. There was even less in Interview, a minor film that seemed careless and offhand. On the pretext of continuing Fellini’s autobiography, which has always provided his subject matter, the film remembers the great Roman film studio Cinecitta when he was a young man, and then moves forward to the present so that an actor playing Fellini can be interviewed by a Japanese television crew.

All of the Fellini trademarks are on display: grotesque processions, cheerful chaos, magical tricks, bizarre costumes, lush romantic music from the forties, grandiose sets, and, of course, the usual assembly of overstuffed women. But by now he has exhausted these images, and he makes no attempt to find any new way to use them. Still, the film contains a few enchanted moments, like the one in which the Fellini character and Marcello Mastroianni visit the villa of Anita Ekberg, who starred with Mastroianni in La Dolce Vita. Mastroianni waves his magic wand, a sheet appears, backlit figures are seen on the sheet, and then the party turns into a projection of the great Fountain of Trevi scene between Ekberg and Mastroianni. Today’s Ekberg, looking plump but happy, wiped away a few tears, and the audience cheered. But they were cheering for memory, not for Interview.

WALKING BACK ALONG THE CROISETTE in the moonlight, after midnight, I took my time. Some of the drifters who had arrived in town for the festival were gathered in quiet circles, drinking wine, playing guitars. Down on the public beach, there were a few people with sleeping bags, who had not yet discovered that the police would not let them stay there. The great hotels rose on the other side of the palms, and on either side, out at the ends of the bay, I could see the lights of the highway curving, in one direction toward Napoule, in the other toward Cap d’Antibes. I felt the kind of familiarity that you develop in a place after you live there, and it occurred to me that I had lived in Cannes for six months, two weeks at a time. Two weeks at a time had always been enough.
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BARFLY was screened on Monday, not a good slot in the festival because it was so near the end. The hotel lobbies were filling up with expensive luggage, and the bartenders were finding time to count their tips. The weekend crowds had disappeared. It was possible to drive the length of the Croisette in less than ten minutes. The jury had presumably already made its preliminary decisions, and unless Barfly was an absolutely amazing film it didn’t have a chance. Its placement showed that the festival management took it less than seriously: The most highly regarded films are scheduled for weekends, and the weaker ones are scheduled for the tag-end of the festival, after the crowds have gone home.

And yet I went to the screening of Barfly with a certain anticipation, because I had spent time on the set in Los Angeles, had spent hours talking with Charles Bukowski, who based the screenplay on his own rum-soaked life, and with Faye Dunaway, who was making a comeback in the movie by playing an alcoholic tramp. From what I had seen, and what I could guess, I suspected that Barfly would be a living movie, and would speak to me. And I was right. Mickey Rourke and Faye Dunaway have never looked wearier, or been possessed of more charm and humor. And the world of the sleazy, scummy saloon drinker has never been painted more accurately. What surprised me was how much humor the film was able to find in the desperate lives of its characters.

Bukowski, a poet, philosopher, drunk, and horse player, is celebrated in the Los Angeles area as one of the last beatniks who still works at the lifestyle. His screenplay, drawn from his own decades as a barfly, takes place in a sleazy Los Angeles saloon where Rourke drinks for oblivion, occasionally rousing himself to write a poem or get in a fight with the bartender (Frank Stallone). Then one day Rourke meets a good-looking woman drunk (Dunaway), who invites him home because two can find the rent better than one. Rourke drinks and fights, bloodies himself, is seduced by a wealthy patron of the arts (Alice Krige), and finally chooses to stay with Dunaway, if he can find her. (“I’m warning you,” she says, “that if a man comes along with a bottle of whiskey, I’ll go with him. When I drink, my life takes the wrong directions.”) Bukowski’s hard-boiled but poetic dialogue is delivered by Rourke and Dunaway with all the weight and relish it deserves.

WATCHING THE MOVIE was a confirmation of a feeling I’d had when I visited the Barfly set, that this was going to be a special movie. There was a certain desperation about the making of it, and so many of the participants had something to lose: Schroeder, a director with an uneven track record; Dunaway, making her first film since getting divorced and moving back to America; Bukowski, telling the story of his life. The principal location for the film was a Los Angeles bar named Big Ed’s, down in the bad part of town. It was run by a man named Big Ed, which pretty much summarized the way he saw things. A lot of the regulars lived upstairs in low-rent rooms, and came downstairs to drink when the bar was open. When the bar was closed, they went upstairs to wait for it to open again.

The night I visited the set Charles Bukowski was holding down the short end of the bar. He was looking around with wonderment on his face, because he had spent most of his life getting drunk in joints like this, but tonight was different, tonight they were making a movie inspired by his life, and they had rented out Big Ed’s to shoot in. “The movie is called Barfly, and it’s about me, because that’s what I was, a barfly,” Bukowski explained. “You ran errands for sadists and let the bartender beat you up, because you were the bar clown. You filled people’s days with your presence, and maybe you’d get a few free drinks now and then.”

We were hunched down with our elbows on the padded edge of the bar, talking quietly, like conspirators. Linda, Bukowski’s wife, was taking down mental notes of everything. “The way I became a barfly,” he said, “was, I didn’t like what I saw in the nine to five. I didn’t want to become an ordinary working person, paying off the mortgage, looking at TV, terrified. The bar was a hiding place, to get out of the mainstream.”

“Did you decide to become a barfly, or did you just look up one day and see a barfly in the mirror?” I asked him.

“I can’t answer,” he said. “It was kind of a subconscious decision. Meanwhile, I was a writer on the side, selling short stories to dirty magazines. I gave up the writing after a while and concentrated on the drinking. I refused to accept the living death of acquiescence.”

All around us, they were setting up for the next shot. We were waiting for Faye Dunaway to arrive and ask Bukowski some questions about her role. Bukowski said he based the Dunaway character on memories of a lover he had many years ago, a half-Indian, half-Irish drunk that he shared some good times with, like when they would fish the Sunday paper out of the Monday garbage and read it and drink red wine. The woman is dead now. In fact, Bukowski estimated, everybody he knew then is dead now. Bukowski is sixty-six years old, and that is pretty old for a barfly to still be alive.

“I can see people saying, the guy’s a drunk at the bar—so what?” he said. “They think lives should be attached to some purpose or goal. I knew the morning bartender. He would let me in at 5 A.M. I’d get two hours of free drinks before the bar opened at 7. I’d stay in the bar until it closed. I got three hours of sleep, from 2 A.M. to 5 A.M.”

“Where was this bar located?” I asked him.

“It was located in two places, because this story is based on two different bars. One of them was in Philadelphia, at Sixteenth and Fairmont. It no longer exists. The other one was here in L.A., at Sixth and Alvarado. It’s gone now. This story takes place a long time ago, in a dive. A dark dive. What I did, for ten years I didn’t write. I drank. I lived with various women and worked odd jobs. I got some material to write about—down to earth stuff—to use a cliché. When I was sitting in those bars, I had no idea it would come to a movie.”

Bukowski looked into his coffee cup. “It is a strange world indeed,” he said. Somebody came around and gave us more coffee. Behind us, a woman named Davia Nelson was lining up the extras for the next scene. The extras were mostly regulars in Big Ed’s, who had been hired to play themselves. This was the scene right after Mickey Rourke beat the shit out of Frank Stallone in the alley. Rourke was going to slam in through the front door while the regulars carried Stallone in through the back door. Frank’s fights were not as predictable as his brother’s. Davia Nelson was telling the extras when they would be needed. It was late at night but the extras were all pretty sober; the drinks were free but they were pacing themselves because they didn’t want to be there in one shot and missing in the next.

DO YOU STILL DRINK A LOT?” I asked Bukowski.

“Oh, yeah. You might say heavy.” He turned to his wife, Linda. “Tell him,” he said.

“He’s toned down since the heavy of the heavy,” she said. “He likes good red wine.”

“You do pretty good yourself,” Bukowski told her.

“Lately I have.”

“We were drinking in here the other night,” Bukowski said. “There were still real bar people in here. It was open for business. It’s kind of a rough bar. We were lucky we got home.”

I looked carefully at Bukowski and saw, not anger, not weariness, not confusion or bitterness, not any of the things I expected to see, but a kind, open face to go with a gentle voice. The drinks hadn’t killed that. A million guys start out to get drunk and become great writers, and one makes it. Now a million more guys are probably getting drunk trying to figure out how Bukowski did it. He isn’t a survivor. He’s a statistical abberation. In one of his novels, called Women, he describes the face of his hero, who is obviously based on himself: “The scars were there, the alcoholic nose, the monkey mouth, the eyes narrowed to slits, and there was the dumb, pleased grin of a happy man, ridiculous, feeling his luck and wondering why.” I couldn’t improve on that.

“For a long time,” Bukowski said, “I had a heavy suicide complex. I went to bars to try to fight, try to get killed. It’s a funny thing. When you walk in looking for trouble, you usually can’t find it. Mickey Rourke, in this film, he’s looking for trouble. He’s doing a good acting job. I didn’t really expect him to be so good. I did some drinking with him, a couple nights. He doesn’t drink as much as I do. Nobody does, unless it’s Linda. She used to match me, drink for drink, calling for the next bottle.”

“Where’d you meet him?” I asked Linda, who was a sweet-faced brunette with the touch of a hippie about her.

“At the Troubadour on Santa Monica, about twelve years ago. He was reading his poems.”

“Don’t say that long ago,” Bukowski said. “Don’t date yourself.”

“You’re acting like it’s Valentine’s Day,” Linda said.

“You already got your Valentine, kid,” Bukowski said.

“He usually picks me a Valentine bouquet,” Linda said.

“He’ll think I’m soft,” Bukowski said.

“Was it love at first sight?” I asked.

“He didn’t even see me,” she said. “He was blind drunk and in the arms of another woman.”

“Several other women,” Bukowski said. “I was doing research for my novel, Women. I had to go through a lot of gymnastics.”

“What I felt,” Linda said, “was, I stood there and looked at him and felt that I was seeing him for the first time but I had known him since beyond time. I didn’t think about it or plan it. It was just a fact.”

“A rapport of souls,” Bukowski said. “We finally got married about two years ago.”

“We waited as long as possible,” Linda said.

“Your first marriage?” I asked.

“My second,” he said. “Long ago I married a millionairess by mistake.”

“We were married at the Philosophical Research Society,” Linda said. “He rented a Rolls-Royce. For a long time he was afraid of marriage.”

“I call it the enemy,” Bukowski said. “That’s what I call it. I don’t give poetry readings anymore. We live in San Pedro, a quiet town. I play the horses in the daytime and write at night, drinking my wine.”

“Cats,” Linda said.

“We have five cats,” Bukowski said. “Linda’s studying acting. San Pedro is real quiet. It used to be a seaport full of whorehouses and bars. I like the quietness. They ask you how you’re doing, they really want to know.”

“What track?” I said.

“Hollywood Park. First post at 2 P.M. When I write, when I’m going hot, I don’t want to write more than four hours in a row. After that you’re pushing it. The horses give me something to do. At the age of fifty I quit a job at the post office and decided to become a full-time writer. ‘The old guy’s crazy,’ my landlady declared, striking her head with her palm. I wrote my first novel, named Post Office, in nineteen nights, working on Scotch and beer. I had prepared by going to L.A. City College and taking journalism. They taught me how to type.”

“People are always asking me what courses to take if they want to be journalists,” I said. “I always tell them to take typing.”

“I just got an electric a couple of years ago,” Bukowski said. “At the first, I was a starving writer. I went from 190 pounds down to 130. Everything I put in the mail came right back to me. The Atlantic, Harper’s, New Yorker, they rejected everything. I threw it all away. I started out again, selling to the porno mags. What I used to do was, write a good story and throw in some goddamn sex. It worked. I only got one story rejected—it had too much sex! They draw a fine line. ‘Bukowski,’ the editor wrote me, ‘nobody on earth screws that many women in a week and a half!’”

He grinned and lighted a little brown cigarette from a pack with a foreign alphabet on it.

“It was my own true story. The guy was haunted by jealousy. The porno mags were all published over on Melrose. They paid $230 to $290 a story. I could write one in a night with no problem. And I had a great landlady. She’d have these quart bottles of East Side, and we’d drink them and sing old songs. That was in the beginning. I have been a whore ever since. So now I’m translated into eighteen languages and I’m just as modest as I ever was.”

“You still write every night?” I asked.

“Most nearly. I hate to go into bars anymore. I’ve had too much of barrooms.”

“You took it to the limit,” Linda said.

“Now I go up with my bottle and write, all alone. The company’s great. Turn on the radio and type. I like looking at a novel and you don’t know what you’re gonna type next.”

FAYE DUNAWAY walked into Big Ed’s. She was dressed in black and her hair was kind of loose and she looked like a million dollars. Barbet Schroeder introduced Dunaway to Bukowski and his wife. Dunaway said she just wanted to sit in and pick up some pointers about the general situation, and also ask some questions about the character.

“Later, I’ll tell you an amazing story about Barbet Schroeder if you promise not to print it,” Bukowski said. He made room at the bar and a stool was found for Dunaway to sit on. Bukowski said he didn’t want any more coffee but he might have a beer. He was taking it easy tonight.

“Are you gonna sit around in the corner for a while?” Dunaway asked. “Because I have some questions I want to ask you about the character I play. She’s half Cherokee and half Irish, right?”

“Half Indian,” Bukowski said. “I don’t know if she was Cherokee. She was born in New Mexico.”

“But she’s been here for so long, she’s like a California person,” Dunaway said.

“She could hold it real good,” Bukowski said. “When she talked—this will help you with the dialogue—she illustrated the principle that if you listen to a drunk all night long, you’ll go crazy.”

“She was out here from what age?” Dunaway asked.

“I was twenty-five, she was thirty-five,” Bukowski said. “And she put me through college, meaning . . .”

“Yeah,” Dunaway said.

“She brained me a few times,” he said. “We were not in love, but she loved my way of drinking.”

He lighted another one of his cigarettes.

“When Mickey first meets her,” Bukowski said, “nobody is sitting anywhere near her at the bar. He says, ‘Hey, bartender, how come nobody’s sitting next to her? She looks pretty good.’ The bartender tells him she’s crazy. ‘That right?’ he says, and walks right down and sits next to her. She looks straight ahead. Maybe she sneaks a little sideways glance. He says, ‘I hate people. Don’t you?’ She says, yeah, she feels better when they’re not around. So now they have discovered a common bond. A common discouragement with humanity.”
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“When I was reading the script,” Dunaway said, “it was like I was talking to you. There’s usually something phony in a script, but this one was so alive, coming off the page.”

“It’s the wine and the beer,” Bukowski said. His own beer had arrived and he took a swallow out of the bottle. “People who drink and still function say they’re not alcoholics,” he said. “I don’t see what one has to do with the other. Whether you’re an alcoholic and whether you function are two different questions.”

“I once sat with Brendan Behan in a bar in New York,” Dunaway said. “He said they were looking all over town for him.”

“He should have hid in here,” Bukowski said.

“This girl I’m playing . . .” Dunaway said. “Did you go to the funeral?”

“Yeah. It was here in California. Then we all went to the race track. I picked up a black girl and went to bed with her.”

“How long did they go without drinking?” Dunaway asked. “They had to spend some time not drinking, didn’t they?”

“No. They didn’t miss a day.”

“Did they start about one?”

“Alone, I would start about four in the afternoon at that period of my life. With her, she would put on a tragic face about eight in the morning and start whining, ‘We got nothing to drink! Ohhhhh! Hank! There’s nothing in the house to drink!’”

“She called you Hank?” I said.

“Everybody calls me Hank. Nobody calls me Charles.”

Tom Luddy walked in and said the shot was rehearsed and it was time to clear the bar. He suggested we move the group over to a leatherette booth along the wall, where we would be out of the way and still be able to see everything.

Bukowski and his wife and Dunaway settled down and Bukowski pulled out another one of those smelly little cigarettes.

“What are those called?” I asked.

“Mangalore Ganeesh Beedies,” Bukowski said. “You can get them in any Indian or Pakistani store. They’re what the poor, poor people smoke in India. I like them because they contain no chemicals and no nicotine, and they go very well with red wine.” He looked up. “Here come the real barflies,” he said.

Frank Stallone walked over to the booth, his face made up to look like a mass of blood and bruises.

“These barroom fights,” Bukowski lectured him, “it’s better to underplay them. I’ve been in many a barroom fight, and when you wake up in the morning, you don’t look so bad. Then you touch yourself—ouch! But there’s not much visible damage. You’re so drunk even the bricks don’t want to touch you.”

Barbet Schroeder came over and asked Bukowski if he would like to act as Mickey Rourke’s stand-in while they rehearsed their camera move. Bukowski said he would.

“The way we got involved,” he said, “was I picked up this phone one day and it was Schroeder calling from Paris. I’m drinking, I hung up. Never heard of him. You meet a lot of phonies. I hang up, he calls back, he wants me to write a movie for him. I tell him I hate movies. He mentions $20,000. I ask him when he’s coming over.”

Bukowski walked over to the bar, sat down and practiced glowering at a bloody Frank Stallone as the barflies dragged him in. Davia Nelson, who was in charge of the extras, watched as they marched in.

“When we came out to scout the location,” she said, “we found all the extras we needed right here. There’s a Bukowskian woman living next door with twelve cats.”

“Bukowskian?” I said.

“Like Dostoyevskian, but drunk.”

Dunaway had taken a notebook out of her purse and was taking notes. “What would she put under her pillow?” she asked Bukowski.

“A rosary.”

“What sort of perfume did she wear?”

“Perfume?”

Bukowski took a swig of a beer and thoughtfully rotated the bottle between his hands.

“You told me,” I said, “that you had a story to tell about Barbet Schroeder.”

“He has been trying to make this movie for seven years,” Bukowski said. “A few months ago, it looked like Cannon was about to cancel it. Barbet goes into the office of Menahem Golan, the president of Cannon, with an electric handsaw. He pulls out a syringe of Novocain and shoots it into his little finger. He says he will cut off his finger if Menahem doesn’t make the movie, and that he will continue to cut off parts of his body and send them to Menahem until he agrees to make the movie. Menahem tells him to go to hell. Barbet plugs in the drill.”

Bukowski lit one of his little Mangalore Ganeesh Beedies.

“Here we are,” he said.

THE FIRST THING I DID was call Bukowski,” Barbet Schroeder said. This was at noon Tuesday at the Carlton Hotel’s beach restaurant, where one last gathering of the press was being held, “on the occasion,” as the invitations always say, of the premiere of Barfly. The sun slanted down through the white wood slats above us, throwing bars of light over the neatly laid table, which looked like a Hockney watercolor. “I told him the screenings went very well, there was a lot of applause, especially for his screen credit.”

“Why didn’t he come to Cannes?”

“Menahem wanted him to. Bukowski is bigger in France than he is in America. He is bigger in France than Mailer is. But he said he didn’t want to come. He doesn’t like crowds. He had some sort of minor surgery scheduled. And so on. I think he didn’t want to be so long away from the track.”

I looked around the table at many of the same faces I had seen a lifetime ago, at the beach luncheon after the film where the dying man shot the elephant. The Corlisses were still here, and Anne Thompson and Harlan Jacobson of Film Comment, and Annete Insdorf, and Joe Leydon of Houston, who had finally gotten his computer to work. Renee Furst, who had a bad cold, fretted because Rex Reed was late, and he had specifically promised her he would be at the luncheon. A lot of us were leaving on the late afternoon flights, and so this was the last hurrah.

“I’m not sure it was the kind of movie Rex would like,” I told Renee.

“But honey sweetie pie, it’s us. We’re all together. He can talk to Faye, he can talk to Barbet . . .”

Renee would have liked to add that he could talk to Mickey Rourke, but Rourke had holed up in the Carlton Hotel and had cancelled several interviews. On Monday, after seeing the movie, I’d called Rourke at the Carlton and talked to his partner, who said Mickey was totally overwhelmed by the crowds: “It’s like 9-1/2 Weeks is the biggest hit of the year in France, and everywhere he goes they completely mob him. It was bad in Paris and it’s worse here. He wants to talk to you, but he doesn’t want to go out and do a press thing because the crowds have freaked him out. Call tomorrow morning.”

I called Tuesday morning, but the hotel had a “do not disturb” on his phone, and now here was the press luncheon, without Mickey, although Dunaway had just arrived with Menahem Golan. She looked fresh and summery in a simple white dress, and I observed again, as I had in Los Angeles, that she seemed calmer and more composed than in other recent years. She had seen the movie and was happy with it, and that must have helped. Dunaway has been in a lot of movies recently she could not have been happy about. People will say of her performance in Barfly that it took courage, to play a drunk and roll around in torn clothes with stringy hair, and look desperation in the face. But what I admired most about the performance was her ability to find the character and play it, instead of falling back on stock drunk clichés. There was not a moment’s overacting in the movie, not even in the most extreme scenes, but always the sense of a woman who knew she was a drunk and couldn’t stop drinking, but had otherwise kept her eyes open and her mind alive.

I THINK IT LOOKS VERY GOOD FOR US,” Menahem said, pouring himself Evian water. He was wearing yet another of the apparently endless variety of Cannon warm-up jackets. “We have bought the rights to Dark Eyes. It may win a prize. Everybody is talking about Shy People, and now they are talking about Barfly. Somewhere in the three movies there must be a Palm d’Or. Possibly Shy People. Certainly an acting award. Barbara or Faye. If Shy People wins best picture, then they give it to Faye. Maybe something for Mickey. Maybe best director for Konchalovsky. One way or another, something good is sure to happen.”

He seemed so intense, so hopeful. Other producers no doubt dream of the Palm d’Or, and may even urgently desire it. But could another producer be so disarmingly frank about it? Golan and Globus are possibly the only producers in the world who enter Cannes every year as if it were a competition, an athletic event. Other producers may enter a film and then not be seen again for a decade. Cannon is back year after year. If not Runaway Train or Otello last year, then Shy People or Barfly this year. The festival was like some kind of fundamental obsession with Golan, and I wondered if he sometimes decided to make a movie for the private reason that it might finally win him the prize at Cannes.

NICE. The British Airways flight was on time, and we all filed on board and looked out the windows as the airplane circled low over the Côte d’Azur and pointed north. Waiting for my luggage at Heathrow, I found myself next to Peter Noble of Screen International.

“Enjoy yourself?” I asked him.

“Dear boy, it’s always the same. One is happy to go, and happy to leave.”

I took a taxi into town, checked into the Eyrie Mansion, and called Cannes for the list of prize winners. The Palm d’Or had been awarded to Sous le Soleil de Satan, by the French director Maurice Pialat. It was a film starring Gerard Depardieu as a priest and Sandrine Bonnaire as a fifteen-year-old girl who accidentally kills her lover. I hadn’t seen it. Boos and hissing had greeted the announcement, I was told, and Catherine Deneuve, who hosted the ceremony, had begged for silence. Then Pialat had walked to the front of the stage, held his hands high, Rocky-style, and declared, “I am happy about the shouts and whistles. If you don’t like me, I can tell you, I don’t like you either.”

Barbara Hershey won the best actress award. The best actor award went to the Italian veteran Marcello Mastroianni, for Dark Eyes. So Menahem had won both acting prizes, in one way or another. Wim Wenders of West Germany won the best director award for Wings of Desire, a film shot in West Berlin that examined his own feelings about being German. The Camera d’Or Award, for best first film, went to Nana Dzhordzhadze of the USSR for My English Grandfather, about an English telegraph engineer who worked in Russia in the 1920s, and the Special Jury Prize went to Tomgiz Abouladze, also of the USSR, for Repentence. A special fortieth anniversary award was voted to Federico Fellini, “on the occasion of” Interview, and the festival also presented a special award to Jane Russell.

[image: image]

AFTER HALF AN HOUR on the telephone, I tracked down Menahem Golan in the dining room of the Gray d’Albion Hotel. I wanted to ask him what he thought about the awards. I imagined he would produce some sort of half-hearted public relations statement, but I was wrong.

“The French said fuck the world, and gave it to themselves,” he said. “The boos will be reflected all over the world. Nobody liked the Pialat picture. The French didn’t have good movies this festival, and they should have admitted it. Even most of the people booing were French.”

“Why do you think it won?”

“It’s quite clear. The jury was pressured by the French. They wanted one of their own films to win the fortieth anniversary festival.”

“You were happy about Barbara Hershey?”

“Yes, of course, very happy. She deserves the prize. But with the Palm d’Or, they said fuck everybody. I will tell you the truth, I am very mad. Also very disappointed.”

“Will you be back next year?”

“Everybody will always be back next year.”

[image: image]

Tony Curtis said this to me at the 1985 Cannes Film Festival:

LET ME TELL YOU A STORY. It’s sort of a parable. One day in 1948 I went to Hollywood. My name was Bernie Schwartz. I signed a contract at Universal, and I bought a house in the hills. It had a swimming pool. One night I came home late, I jumped in the pool, I swam a few laps, I got out, I dried myself off, I put on my clothes, and I walked directly into this room and sat down and started to talk to you. Do you see what I’m saying?”


Postscript, 1997: Scorsese Goes to Dinner

CANNES, France—“Monsieur Scorsese—impossible, impossible! DeNiro? Never more! No more invitation! Never! Impossible!”

We are listening to the despairing cry of the owner of the busiest restaurant in France, perhaps in the world, as he regards an empty table for 10 in the midst of his jampacked restaurant. Monsieur Scorsese has made a reservation for 10 P.M., and it is now 10:15 P.M., and there is no Monsieur Scorsese and no party of 10, not to mention no Robert DeNiro, which is not such a surprise, since DeNiro is not expected. Apparently Monsieur le Restaurateur threw him in on general principles.

The restaurant is called Tétou. It is in a narrow little structure perched next to the sea on the beach road from Cannes to Cap d’Antibes. I recommend the bouillabaisse. It is the only thing on the menu. It is said to be the best bouillabaisse in the world. Certainly it is the most expensive.

My wife and I sit all by ourselves at the table for 10, awaiting Monsieur Scorsese. Around us, desperate and harried waiters ricochet from table to table with steaming tureens of fish soup and groaning platters of whole lobster, grilled fish, garlic paste, crisp toast, boiled potatoes, and the other accoutrements of a bowl of bouillabaisse. To occupy an unused table in a busy French restaurant is to be the object of dirty looks from every waiter; if you are going to be late, be late—don’t be the ones who get there early and take the heat.

Around us, tout le Hollywood slurps its soup. There is Rob Friedman, second in command at Paramount. Over there is Woody Harrelson, who explains he partied till 6 A.M. and then slept two hours, and that was 15 hours ago. He wears the same thoughtful facial expression that his character in Kingpin did when his hand was amputated in the bowling ball polisher. Next to him is Milos Forman, who directed him in The People vs. Larry Flynt. Across from him is director Sydney Pollack (Tootsie). Across from him is director John Boorman (Deliverance). All of these people regard their bouillabaisse like poker players with a good hand.

“It is no more, sorry, impossible! You must now to go outside!” cries the owner. He wrings his hands with anguish. “The people who are waiting, they are very angry! I cannot wait them no more! Impossible! Monsieur Scorsese plus tard! Monsieur DeNiro, etc., etc.”

We are banished from the table and go to wait outside in the road. Tétou is so small that you are either seated at a table or standing on the curb dodging Renaults and motorbikes. The Scorsese table has been given to angry patrons who have been waiting outside for, one gathers, days or weeks. I picture them in pup tents. Immediately after we are evicted, Monsieur Scorsese arrives—but not in time to beat out the new occupants of his table, who sit down with the air of wronged exiles returning to their ancestral homeland.

“Jeez, what are we, 15 minutes late?” asks Scorsese. His party includes his agent Rick Nicita, his collaborator Rafael Donatello, his friend Helen Morris, his agent Manny Nunez, Touchstone execs Jordi Ross and Mimi Hare, his producer Barbara de Fina, and his assistant Kim Sockwell. Counting us, there are 11, not 10. No problem, since there is no room for any of us.

Four of us are parked at a table in the corner while the rest of the party hovers uncertainly beside the traffic lanes. We are promised seating in five minutes. Well, not precisely five minutes, but cinq minutes, which is a French expression translating as “five unspecified units of time.”

I do my imitation of the restaurateur saying “impossible.” Scorsese is delighted: “He sounds exactly like Susan Alexander’s vocal coach in Citizen Kane, telling Orson Welles that his wife will never be an opera singer.”

“I’ve known this guy for years,” he says. “The last time we were here, in 1989, they didn’t take plastic and we ran out of money and didn’t have enough for a tip. I wonder if he remembers.”

I point out the table originally reserved for us. “Claude Lelouch,” Scorsese says. “They gave my table to Claude Lelouch. Well, we’re in France.” The director of Raging Bull nods politely to the director of A Man and a Woman.

Kim materializes to say that the brother of the owner of Tétou operates a rival bouillabaisserie next door, where a table can be had for 10 people. Then Monsieur le Restaurateur materializes to say Scorsese can remain at the table for four, and “ze others, I sit them, I zoo not know.” “Not good,” says Scorsese: “We came together and we must sit together. We will go next door.”

Monsieur’s face registers horror at the prospect of his brother getting our business, and in une minute flat a table for 10 materializes, the waiters sliding concealed flaps and wings out from beneath the tablecloth to magically convert a four-top into a surface fit for a boardroom. What happened to the previous clients I did not see. I imagine they were hurled bodily into the paths of oncoming lorries.

We sit. Scorsese looks darkly across the room at John Boorman, who in addition to being a director is also the editor of Projections, a quarterly film magazine.

“He devoted half of his new issue to your work,” I tell Scorsese.

“In one of his early issues,” Scorsese says, “he ran an article attacking GoodFellas as morally irresponsible. Irresponsible! Can you imagine that?”

“But now he has made amends?”

Scorsese is not mollified. He is a colossus standing astride the world of film, and yet he frets over an unfavorable article from years earlier. No wonder he is such a great director: his insecurity keeps him from being complacent. I suggest this theory to him. “And my guilt,” he muses.

Food now arrives like shells being lobbed at our table. Giant platters of fish. Bottomless vats of soup. It is past midnight. Harvey Weinstein, the boss of Miramax Pictures, arrives with a party including two actresses: Annie Parillaud, who starred in La Femme Nikita, and Asia Argento, daughter of the Italian director. They perch on a nearby table. Harvey works the room. Rob Friedman works the room. Milos Forman circulates, muttering darkly, “We still have not been able to find out who paid for that ad in the trade papers, attacking The People vs. Larry Flynt. And the Directors’ Guild screening for the film? The print disappeared. They had to show another film. Coincidence? Perhaps.”

John Boorman works the room. I tell him that Deliverance has been censored so severely for American network television that viewers think it is a movie about men who walk out of the woods with thoughtful expressions on their faces.

Woody Harrelson table-hops. He is in a trance-like state. I do not mean to imply he is high. Au contraire, he seems formidably sober. It is more that he is averaging two hours of sleep a night, on top of jet lag. He is like one of those victims of sleep deprivation torture. He would gladly betray all of his PIN numbers for a cot and a blanket.

“Zut alors!” cries Monsieur le Restaurateur, materializing again. “Ze restaurant, it is close! Termine!” We look around. All of the other tables are empty. The shell-shocked staff is surveying the recent battlefield. “You go now! Now you must go! Au revoir!”

We go. “Tell him I remember I did not tip him in 1989,” Scorsese says. Kim tells him. Monsieur makes that poof! sound that in French means it is a matter of no consequence.

Uh, huh.
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