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”You cannot put in the screenplay the contours of the actress’s face, the chemistry between the leading actors,
the visual elements the camera puts in the background, and the way the director sets the whole thing up."

BETTY JEFFRIES DEMBY: You’ve
written novels, plays and screenplays.
What differences do you find between
film scripts and plays? Do you approach
the characters and the pacing differently?
WOLF MANKOWITZ: Well, there are ob-
vious technical requirements. Very rarely
can a scene between actors in a film be as
long as it can be on the stage. Notable
exceptions come to mind, like Mike Niche
015’ direction of VIRGINIA WOOLF,
where long scenes from the Broadway or-
iginal were sustained on film by extreme-
ly gentle but very ingenious direction of
the camera. But by and large, for the nor-
mal (if there is such a thing) commercial
feature—length picture, the accent has to
be on action, on moving the story for-
ward. Most audiences will not sit in great
patience for very long, very complex dia-
logue scenes.
BJD: What are the differences in ap-
proaching and thinking through novels as
opposed to scripts?
WM: I’ve never been a writer of long nov-
els—the longest I’ve written wasn’t more
than about 65,000 words—but even so,
the number of words in a screenplay is
only a third, or even less, of the number
of words in a short novel. That’s one dif-
ference, as elementary as it sounds. The
amount of physical labor involved in a
screenplay simply isn’t as great as in a
carefully written novel.

The structure of the screenplay, of
course, does the work, the hard labor
work, that the novelist has to do the
tough way. For example, if you’re setting
a scene in the foreground of some major
historal action, a novelist like Tolstoy has
to spend an awful lot of time describing it
in detail where the camera, as you know,
can give it all to you in a few seconds.
The writer only has to indicate that in the
script; he doesn’t have to go into detail
until it comes to be staged, and then, by
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and large, the director will have made
those decisions himself. In the final analy-
sis that is one of the major differences
between the two forms of writing.

Also you need a different sort of stam-
ina. For film writing, you need the sort of
stamina that goes with having to make a

communication, tell a story which inevi-
tably involves an awful lot of other peo-
ple in all sorts of important driving seats.
With a novel, you totally control it; ev-
erything is under your disposition. In
films, it’s a live thing; you never control
the story. You try to anticipate the shots,
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you indicate them where they’re signifi-
cant for storytelling, and you hope that
the points will be clear and they’ll be
picked up and put into practice by the
director. But the director has the power
to make other points, to defuse yours, to
lose them. Under his aegis, the script may
be considerably turned around.

The creative approach must always be
a very pragmatic one and the physical
facts of the two different forms of writ—
ing do condition you to take a different
approach to them. In screenwriting, the
facts are so undeniable that they must be
absorbed into the creative business of writ-
ing. Details of different forms of story-
telling are rather hard to go into, but of
course, a film can do virtually anything.
The novelist must always rely on his im—

agination and his power to compel the
reader to join in the flow of his original
imagination through his use of words.
The film requires the public to do far less
work.
BJD: So you find film a kind of short-
hand, in a sense?
WM: I find novels much more work than
screenplays. If I know the storyline; if
I’m confident of the background and the
character relationships; if the structure
works, I can write a screenplay very fast
indeed. But even writing at my fastest, I
can’t do a novel in less than three or four
times the amount of time it takes me to
write a screenplay.
BJD: Is there a difference in characteri-
zation? Do you count on the director to
fill out your characters or have you
worked it out just as much as in a novel?
WM: No, I don’t think I have, really. I
think one knows and projects into a
screenplay the absolute master points
that must not be lost about characters
and situations. But you cannot put in the
screenplay the contours of the actress’s
face, the chemistry between the leading
actors, the Visual elements the camera
puts in the background, the way the light—
ing director handles them, and the waythe director sets the whole thing up. Also,
you can’t compensate for a director who
misses the point, even though he gets a
lot of other points. And I know an awful
lot of directors who specialize in that.
BJD: Your screenplay for THE HIRE-
LING won the Grand Prize at Cannes.
You said that you transposed the time of
the novel from the 1940’s to the 20’s be-
cause the extreme class problem would
have been absurd in the 40’s. Was that
your main problem in adapting the novel
for film, or were there other problems?
WM: The slightness of the story required
the scenario to consist mainly of a mon-
tage, an assembly, a progression really of
quite subtle dialogue exchanges between
the two principal characters, through
which the deterioration of the man’s posi—
tion and the strenghtening of the wo-
man’s position would become clear. The
process of tracing these two subtle
psychologicaldevelopments in terms of di-
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alogue was the principal problem for me.The dialogue in LP. Hartley’s novel is ex-
tremely literary.
BJD: What do you mean by literary?
WM: Well, I don’t think it plays; it’s too
extensive, too mannered in a way, too
Jamesian in its effect. It might work very
well in a play, but I don’t think it gives
you any more than guidelines for the film
dialogue scenes.

Also, Hartley’s perception of his own
characters is very interesting, but there
are certain points beyond which he
doesn’t go. In a contemporary film, one
really has to go all the way in the observa-
tion and revelation of human character.
Audiences are too sophisticated and too
knowledgeable about these things to be
taken up short. In fact, THE HIRELING
could have gone farther than it did, but
the director, Alan Bridges, with whom I

have no quarrel — he’s a most sensitive di-
rector and I think he’s done extraordin—
arily well for his first film — tended to
underplay the points in the sexual rela-
tionship far more than I would have.
BJD: Were those in the novel?
WM: No, they were in my screenplay, not
the novel.
BJD: Iunderstand you putin a boxing
scene to add more hardness to the script.
WM: No, it wasn’t there to add more
hardness at all. It was put in to demon—
strate the character of Leadbetter in ac-
tion out of the context of his chauffeur
function, to show the man in action as a
soldier of authority.
BJD: THE HIRELING seems to say that
the Lady Chatterly myth is dead; the wo-
man does not cross the class line for the
gamekeeper. Do you think thatmyth was
false?
WM: I think it’s a departure from the old—

style novelette — which in a sense “Lady
Chatterly’s Lover” was — in which the
woman, deeply moved, will rearrange her
whole life. The woman in THE HIRE-
LING is moved; in fact, the first time she
has an orgasm is when she becomes phys-
ically involved for those few moments
with Leadbetter. That is why she rejects
him as much as anything, because she has
her own image of herself which makes it
impossible for her to relate that seriously
to that kind of man. So my “Lady Chat-
terly,” although she is perfectly respon-
sive, has a mind of her own, and to move
her sexually doesn’t change the whole of
her life.

The other point I wanted to make,
and that I saw the Hartley story as being
committed to, is that this seemingly
strong man and this vulnerable woman
are not quite What they appear to be.
When the man becomes hooked and ob-
sessed, and when the woman finds she
can relate to another human being, they
both reveal weaknesses and strengths not
apparent in their public images. The
strong man is really very vulnerable, and
the weak woman is a very strong charac‘
ter indeed.
BJD: A sort of role reversal?
WM: Yes. I was intrigued by the idea of a
very reactionary male who finds himself
obsessed with a woman and turns out to
be basically weak, unable to under-
stand or control himself. He misconstrues
the whole situation, really in novelette
terms, where the lady only requires a
strong man and her whole life will be
changed. Well, that’s not true; sex does
not have that kind of power.

He also believes in the English caste
system totally, in which a lady is a much
better thing than a woman.

THE HIRELING: ”The s/ighrness of the story required the scenario to consistmainly of a montage. ”
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BJD: Did THE HIRELING attract you
on its own or was it more or less an
assignment?
WM: It wasn’t a subject I would have
taken up except for the circumstances be—
ing offered.
BJD: Do you get the same satisfaction in
adapting a script from a novel as in writ-
ing an original script?
WM: I don’t very often write original
scripts. Mostly I’ve done adaptations of
stories, my own or other people’s. For
me, it’s best if the subject is written first
as a story and then adapted to a screen-
play no matter what changes have to take
place.
BJD: Do you mean somebody else’s story
or your own?
WM: Either.
BJD: Then you don’t have any possessive-
ness about these things?
WM: It’s impossible to feel possessive
about a whore. You can use a whore and
enjoy the relationship, but to feel posses-
sive about her is absurd. Awhore belongs
to a lot of people and so does a film.
BJD: When I spoke with you two years
ago, you had just completed BLOOM-
FIELD and had definite views on the
problems of film writers. Have those
views changed any?
WM: No. I think BLOOMFIELD typifies
the quandry of the writer, even when the
writer becomes part of the producer. A
small picture, which becomes endowed
with star talent and therefore incurs big
film money, creates a desperate situation
for the film writer, especially if the star is
also the director and a producer. It’s an
impossible situation, one from which the
writer can only withdraw, suffering losses
not only to his script but to his economy.
BJD: Is this the standard problem you’ve
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run into in the film business?
WM: The problems in the film business all
derive from money. It’s a very expensive
game; it costs a great deal of money even
when it’s cheap. That money is very hard
to get; you have to make many conces-
sions for it. And it’s in this area that you
get your biggest problems in films.
BJD: Can you give an example of some-
thing that was a particular horror storyfor you?
WM: CASINO ROYALE. “Casino Roy-
ale” was the first James Bond novel,
which Charles Feldman asked me to
script on the lines of a take-off on the
whole James Bond cult which was then at
its height. I developed an idea whereby
Bond virtually didn’t exist; he was a cau-
tionary character created for any kind of
circumstance you like. We wrote a very
funny story which at that point was sup-
posed to cost two and a half million
dollars.

Charles Feldman, who perhaps felt his
end coming nigh (he died very soon after
the picture) wanted, I suppose, to make
this his last stand — he had always been
associated with very good star vehicles.
For various reasons, he inflated the prop-
erty again and again and again. In this
case it proved to be absolutely fatal. The
film ended up costing God knows how
many millions; it was a runaway produc-
tion and came damned near to destroying
the company involved with it.

It’s a tedious thing to remember be-
cause I liked very much some of the peo-
ple involved. I was devoted to Charlie
Feldman who was really a very, very nice
man. Without doubt, it killed him. But it
didn’t really do me any harm. I mean,
eighteen names finished up on the script,
so nobody was going to blame me for
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CASINO ROYAL E: ”We wrote a very funny story which was supposed to cost 2 mi/I/on dollars. "

writing the original screenplay.
BJD: Were there any horror stories you
were able to solve or circumvent, or did
they all wind up as horror stories?
WM: Well, the strange thing is that I had
two very satisfactory experiences years
ago with a very modest director on verymodest budgets. With Val Guest, an ex-
tremely modest, very professional, un-
flashy director, I made EXPRESSO BON»
GO. It was an innovator in its time, the
first and perhaps the last realistic English
musical. I also made a very, very good
original with him, THE DAY THE
EARTH CAUGHT FIRE. It won the Brit-
ish Film Academy Screenplay Award for
that year and numerous other distinguish—
ed mentions, and it also did pretty well at
the box office. It was perhaps the first
film made about the ecological problem,
and the dangers to the environment of
technological interference. It was years
ahead of its time.

So with this easy-to-work—with, per-
haps uninspired but never pretending to
be an inspired genius of a director, I made
tw0 very creditable pictures. They could
both have been major catastrophes if one
had been with a man less stable and bal-
anced than Val Guest. On the other hand,
they were not great pictures; they were
very good, but they might have been
great.

So, you have to decide which way to
go: whether you want the kudoes of go-
ing with David Lean, living with him for
two years while you make a film for end-
less millions; or whether you like to do a
workmanlike job, the best job you can
with a director you can manage to work
with for the realtively few weeks such a
job takes.
BJD: I thought you said once that you
were dissatisfied with EXPRESSO
BONGO.
WM: No, not really, You see, EXPRESSO
BONGO the musical contained more
mordant and serious elements of comedy
than the film ever did. The film played as
a satirical comedy on the pop music bus-
iness, while the musical used a satirical
exposition of the music business as an al-
legory on competitive society. This ele-
ment was played down considerably by
Val (because he’s purely an entertainer)
since he took it to be simply a very funny
satire, as did many other people.
BJD: I‘ve heard you speak on the writer
as entertainer. Writers often think of
themselves as teachers, showing possibil-
ities, lifestyles, etc. Do you think of the
writer as an entertainer instead?
WM: I regard the writer as an entertainer
when he has no messages to communi—
cate. One of the problems with being a
professional communicator is that after a
certain time, you’ve really communicated
as well as you can most of your messages.
You’re left with an interregnum Where
you have the habit of communication
without anything particularly pressing to
say. I feel that during those interregnums.
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the most useful and harmless thing a
writer can do is be an entertainer, but a
good entertainer if possible. From time to
time after that, one is experientially
brought into confrontation with the ma—

terial for further messages. And at that
point, yes, one begins to devise stories
that will convey those messages.
BJD: You seem to feel that, in general,
film writers are treated rather badly. Why
do you stay in the business ifit lacks
dignity?
WM: As the lady said: “Because it is my
trade.” That’s what I do. And also, I may
express myself with more feeling than I

experience most of the time. I don’t of-
ten feel terribly angry about the situation
anymore # I’ve been doing this sort of
work for too long. And there’s always the
hope that one will be able to make,
through luck or mischance or whatever, a
terribly good picture again. When I first
started in this business, CaroliReed once
said to me: “No director really has more
than three great films in him and one goes
on working, hoping that one hasn’t done
the three of them yet.” I feel that way
about it. Besides, one becomes deeply in—

volved in the world of filmmaking and
perhaps would be hard put to operate
elsewhere.

And also, my film writing doesn’t pre—
clude my writing other things I want
when I actually want to do them. This
week I have two books being published; I
have another book being published in the
spring, and I’m working on yet another
book for later next year. In fact, film
writing pays well enough that I can afford
to do other things from which I won’t
make much money.
BJD: Do you have any ambitions toward
directing so that you can have control of
your own scripts?
WM: No. I don’t have any ambitions to
be a director because I know it doesn’t
really suit my character and disposition
to stay with a subject for as long as a
good director must. A film for a good
director is at least a year out of his life,
and for me to spend a year on one subject
is very hard indeed, and my staminajust
doesn’t go that way. I get intensive bursts
of highly productive activity for short
periods of time and then there are certain
times of the year when I simply can’t
work. I start work early in the morning
and finish by 2 pm, while directors shoot
in the afternoon.

I do, however, want to direct a few
things, like THE HEBREW LESSON, 3
little film which won the Critic’s Prize at
Cannes last year. I also may direct an-
other short this year with the Dublin
Film Cooperative, and perhaps with the
television company there. There are three
or four subjects that I would like to make;
they’re very modest in budget but they
contain an untrammeled content which I

would really like to do in an uncom-
promised way. On occasions like that, I

want to direct.

FEBRUARY 1974

But on other occasions, when it’s
simply a question of telling a story more
or less deftly ~ I think it’s more deftly
done this way, the director prefers that
way i in the final analysis, I don’t care
for long enough to bother making it a
crusade. It’s as simple as that.
BJD: Can you tell me more about the
film cooperative?
WM: The Dublin Film Cooperative was
formed by a group of technicians, actors,
and other people in order to make THE
HEBREW LESSON as the first in a con-
tinuing program of short films, all prob-
ably in 16mm. The reason for this almost
spontaneous development is that you
can’t make Irish films in Ireland by any
means other than to soft talk someone
into the investment of services. We found
the method worked extremely well: the
people were very enthusiastic and con-
tributed far more than I think they would
have even in a good working mood in the
ordinary ways of employment. They
liked the fact that they were the pro-
ducers. The democracy of the method
worked; it suited me very well since I

hate autocratic production structures. Of
course, you have to have someone at the
helm of the ship, but I hate these manic
personalities who suffer delusions of be-
ing Caligula. So it suited me and it suited
them and we really got on very well to-
gether.
BJD: Do you see a future for young film-
makers in cooperatives?
WM: Yes, it’s the best way to work pro-
vided you can get the basic funds to pay
for stock and processing. Of course,
young people should form cooperatives
and work on a democratic basis and not
continue this hierarchical structure of
filmmaking which is so reactionary. The
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cult of personalities can inflate egos to
the stage where they sit on the industry
like great lead balloons. Young people
should work democratically, and a lot of
people think they should work on a soci-
alistic basis. They think the production of
films is too important to be a purely com-
modity-producing activity.
BJD: Would you advise young writers to
find a young director they can work
with?
WM: My advice to young writers is to
learn the trade of writing by writing stor-
ies. Write your story. It’s too easy to pro-
duce something which looks like a screen-
play and simply isn’t. I don’t see why
young men of 22 coming out of univer—

sity courses should suddenly find a mark-
et for what they think are scenarios. So
they write the equivalent this month of
EASY RIDER — big deal. They’ve still
got to survive as writers this month and
next year and in ten year’s time.

All these techniques of scenario writ-
ing that are taught in schools are, in my
opinion, so much nonsense. The import-
ant thing is to write a really felt, really
experienced, singularly interesting, enter—
taining and meaningful story. If you can’t
write a story, I fail to see why you should
assume you can write a screenplay. It
doesn’t take as long and has fewer words,
but it’s much more difficult. It’s a tech-
nique and a craft.

WOLF MANKOWITZ is a British novelist
and screenwriter. His film credits include
“A Kid for Two Farthings,” "Expresso
Bongo,” "Waltz ofthe Toreadors," “The
Day the Earth Caught Fire,” “Where the
Spies Are," “Casino Royale,” “Dr, Faus-
tus, ” “The 25th Hour,” and “The
Hireling.”
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