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0 of 0 people found the following review helpful. Five StarsBy J.BacaMust Read for Filmmakers, young and old!2 of 
2 people found the following review helpful. INVALUABLE FILM HISTORYBy Anthony McGillAnyone who loves 
film history has to have this wonderful collection of AFI seminar conversations in their library. There are more than 
thirty enlightening, entertaining and historically important question and answer sessions in this 700 page book, 
covering mainly the golden age of film making. Mostly directors are the focus but there are four cinematographers, 
two screenwriters and a producer represented and if you think it's just Hollywood, think again, as four foreign-
language directors are also included. Each "conversation" runs about 20-25 pages in length and is balanced by an 
excellent assortment of photographs. As you would expect with any project involving George Stevens Jr., this is a 
classy, invaluable document of film history.3 of 3 people found the following review helpful. ReviewBy Stephen 
CampbellI bought this book at the Kennedy Center after a performance by the NSO. It is a very good book in more 
ways than one.What it is not. It is not a book filled with movie making gossip and stories of stars misbehaving.What it 
is. A book of interviews with directors, cinematographers, producers, and writers. These interviews, for the most part, 
are applicable to, and should be interesting for anyone working in the creative arts.The directors, for me, were the 
most interesting part of the book. Especially the ones who made the transition from silent to speaking movies. A 
change that was as huge as what computers are doing to the art of making movies now. The background on what was 
involved in the making of movies I have watched since childhood in many cases was also very good.

The first book to bring together these interviews of master moviemakers from the American Film Institutes renowned 
seminars, Conversations with the Great Moviemakers offers an unmatched history of American cinema in the words of 
its greatest practitioners.Here are the incomparable directors Frank Capra, Elia Kazan, King Vidor, David Lean, Fritz 
Lang (I learned only from bad films), William Wyler, and George Stevens; renowned producers and 
cinematographers; celebrated screenwriters Ray Bradbury and Ernest Lehman; as well as the immortal Ingmar 
Bergman and Federico Fellini (Making a movie is a mathematical operation. Its absolutely impossible to improvise). 
Taken together, these conversations offer uniquely intimate access to the thinking, the wisdom, and the genius of 
cinemas most talented pioneers.

Impressive and entertaining. . . . A sweeping and valuable compendium of picture-making and picture lore. Peter 
Bogdanovich, The Wall Street JournalThis book, lovingly put together from hundreds of dialogues with some of the 
greatest directors, writers and technicians who ever worked in the medium is a precious resource for filmmakers at all 
stages. . . . And for people who simply love movies, its a joy to read. Martin ScorseseAnyone remotely interested in 
movies will be enchanted by this astonishing collection. Chicago TribuneBrilliant. . . . This one is a keeper. . . . 
Anybody wanting to write, produce or direct movies needs to own and read it. The New York PostAbout the 
AuthorGeorge Stevens, Jr., is an award-winning writer, director, and producer, and founder of the American Film 
Institute. He has received eleven Emmys, two Peabody Awards, and seven Writers Guild of America Awards for his 
television productions, including the annual Kennedy Center Honors, The Murder of Mary Phagan, and Separate but 
Equal. His production The Thin Red Line was nominated for seven Academy Awards, including best picture. He 
worked with his father, acclaimed director George Stevens, on his productions of Shane, Giant, and The Diary of Anne 
Frank and in 1962 was named head of the United States Information Agency's motion picture division by Edward R. 
Murrow. Stevens was director of the AFI from 1967 until 1980, before returning to film and television production. He 
lives in Washington, D.C.Excerpt. Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved. It sounds like bragging, but we didnt 
borrow from the bank. We kept a certain amount of money aside and financed our own pictures. In a way we gambled 
a little heavier than some people do at Las Vegas, but we always got away with it. HAROLD LLOYD (Born in 
Burchard, Nebraska, 1893Died 1971) There are few more fondly remembered screen images than the young man with 
horn-rimmed glasses desperately clinging to the hand of a clock high over Los Angeles. That young man was seventy-
six years old the night he joined twenty aspiring filmmakers who had earlier seen a thirty-five-millimeter print of Kid 
Brother in the old library of the Doheny estate in Beverly Hills. For most of them this was their first look at Harold 
Lloyd, a comic genius whose screen triumphs four decades earlier had made him one of the worlds most famous faces, 
an international star who produced his films and took responsibility for every detail. He never took director credit, but 
he was the guiding light of his comedies. Lloyd owned his films and preserved them, but kept such a tight grip on 
them that he missed the opportunity for the kind of revivals enjoyed by his contemporary rivals, Charlie Chaplin and 
Buster Keaton. In fact, most filmgoers remember him only for the famous clock scene in Safety Last! because it is 
seen so often in film history compilations. But in the 1920s audiences crowded into theaters and howled at Lloyds 
antics in Grandmas Boy, Girl Shy, The Freshman, The Kid Brother and Speedywhich were always accompanied by a 
live orchestra. I remember Lloyd insisting that a piano was all right for two-reelers, but you had to have a big orchestra 
for features. He was slight at five foot nine, optimistic and genial. When he arrived at AFI he seemed more like 
someones happy uncle than a man whose success had enabled him to build a forty-four-room house in Beverly Hills 
with a hundred-foot waterfall, a nine-hole golf course and a staff of sixteen full-time gardeners. Lloyd gave the world 
thrills and laughs. His era was the magical time of grand movie palaces, huge audiences and shared laughter, and his 



legacy includes some of the finest comedies ever made. Its just as well that Lloyd, a perfectionist who died two years 
after his AFI seminar, didnt live to see the postage-stamp screens of the modern shopping mall. I invited him to be 
AFIs first speaker because I felt it important to establish this series with a pioneer who went back to the roots of 
American filmmaking, a pioneer who understood the importance of AFIs goal of preserving our motion picture 
heritage. Lloyds friend and colleague King Vidor joined the fellows in the questioning. HAROLD LLOYD September 
23, 1969 May I just say that being a guest here tonight, I feel highly honored being in on the initial shove-off, as it 
were, of the AFI Conservatory. Certainly Im sure that everyone here, every guest you have, is rooting that its going to 
go tremendous places. Im happy to say that I have the honor also of being one of the original men on the Academy of 
Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, and to tell the truth, I dont believe it was as big as this when we started. I was on the 
original board that elected Doug Fairbanks, Sr., president, and it has gone quite a ways, so Id say that if your institute 
here gathers momentum and keeps going, you may well outdistance the Academy Awards. I hope that takes place. 
This picture that youve just seen, Kid Brother, well, we had a little problem with that one. It is what I call a character 
comedy. I made two different types of pictures. I made what we call gag pictures, for instance Safety Last!, where I 
climbed a building and hung on a clock. But Kid Brother is more what I call a character comedy because we start 
slow, we plant the character, we very carefully try and let it grow, letting the picture gain momentum as it goes on 
through to the end. I think we accomplished that. Now, where we took quite a chance with Kid Brother was in putting 
a fast-moving half-hour composite at the front of it with mostly comedy business and gags. After youve gone that 
length of time and then stopand start a picture from scratch to build your characteryou are taking quite a chance. I used 
to hear stories about how adroit you and the cameramen were at slowing down right in the middle of a scene. Did you 
have the same cameraman with you all the time? Yes, Walter Lundin. He was with me for years and years. These were 
all done with hand-cranked cameras? Thats right. I was amazed at the scene with the bus running through what seemed 
to be normal traffic. They must have had everything else on the street move at a snails pace. No, that was done right 
down here in the streets. I mean, we had our own traffic. We did that in New York, too. In fact there was a picture 
called Speedy where I had two horses pulling a horse cart down the thing, and wed block off about three blocks. We 
looked like we had the whole police force there with us. We had our own traffic. It wasnt cheating. Of course, we had 
a terrible time on that one. One of our own cars got in the way of the horses, and to keep from running into the car, the 
man had to pull the horse and go down the subway. It didnt hurt the horse, Im happy to say, but we never used him 
again. He was a little shy after that. But these scenes you saw here were shot with our own traffic and generally with 
the car in front or in back with the camera. The camera was taking every bit as much of a chance. The bus was going 
very much faster than anything else? We had that bus on a cantilever and the bus tipped itself, so as wed go around the 
corner wed tip it and over youd go. One thing you had to watch was when youre hanging over the edgewhich I wasthat 
you didnt get your leg caught in between the tip. But we actually did all that stuff. You see, you cant slow your camera 
down too much because the pedestrians look jerky. In fact in the film they might be jerky, but we didnt want them to 
look that way. What speeds did the cameras run at? Id say they were down around fourteen frames per second, except 
in some places they might drop it even more. As you were saying, the cameramen in those days had a certain 
technique and an ability to really keep that crank going. The majority of the audience think we cranked that way, they 
think we wanted it to go exceptionally fast, and they accept that as the way we made it. Of course, everyone here 
knows its not true, but no matter how many times you tell people it was cranked at a much different speed, and that 
you had to get a much smaller number of frames through the camera than you do now and therefore its got to go much 
faster, they dont hear you at all. As much as its been repeated, I dont think the majority of people have any idea about 
speed. They dont care, really. I guess if they did care, your picture wouldnt be worth a damn. But the students here 
would know the difference. Now, a picture that I was always afraid of was Safety Last! because I had several scenes in 
there and they moved pretty fast. But I put it in front of an audience, and it didnt seem to spoil the laughs any. I 
showed it recently to a group of high school students at Hollywood High and it went as well as it ever did with the 
crowd I first made it for. So why am I worrying about speed? Do you think audiences today like the film because of 
the fast pace? In some cases they might, and in other places, no. But I think if your comedy is basic enough and theyre 
with youtheyre laughing with you as well as at youI really dont think it makes too much difference. Theres a thematic 
element in The Kid Brother, and Im curious about how it evolved and how you feel about it now. Basically the theme 
is brains over brawn. In the film I have two older brothers who are behemoths, and Im the puny little fellow, the boy 
who thinks and in the end outwits those people who just use their muscles. In a lot of the picturesespecially the 
character comedieswe tried to have some kind of hidden theme in there. I guess if you boil it down to be yourself that 
would be about the shortest you could make it. But when it comes to the theme of a picture, were supposed to be 
comics, and the audience came to get a chuckle or two. Id go back to another picture we made that Hal Roach and I 
had a little contention on, and we were both right, in a way. Hal Roach and I made Grandmas Boy and we previewed 
it, and it kind of lay there, to a certain degree. The film had a fine theme in it, that of mind over matter. The boys a 
terrific coward and his grandmother recognizes that. To help him out she gives him a talisman that she says his 
grandfather had owned. His grandfather had been more cowardly than he, but with this talisman he [the boy] just cant 
fail, and he becomes a great hero. Of course, at the end he finds out that the talisman was just a handle to her umbrella. 



He finally realized hed accomplished these things himself. But we didnt put enough comedy in it, so the audience 
didnt laugh as much as they should have. Did you ever preview any of your pictures? I think we were one of the very 
first, even back in the old one-reel days, to start previews. We used to go out here to Glendale. I can remember the old 
gentleman who was manager of the theater. His name was Howard and he would always put on tails to come out to 
explain to the audience what was going on, that this picture had never been shown before and that we expected to do a 
lot more work on it. He made it clear that the audience was the judge and so forth. After the preview of Grandmas Boy 
we went back and Hal said, Harold, youre a comic, youve got to get laughs. Lets go back to work. So we went back 
and worked for months putting comedy-business gags all over the place. The second time we previewed it, it 
blossomed. It was fine and its been fine ever since. In fact, the picture probably did as much for us as anything because 
it was the first feature picture we made. We didnt intend for it to be a featurewe started it as a two-reeler. In fact, our 
groupHal and myself, our staffwe were thoroughly entrenched in making two-reel pictures and doing pretty well with 
them. But this had such a nice theme that it just kept growing, and we let it grow. It grew into a five-reel picture. When 
it came to getting more money for it, the exhibitors were a little loathe to pay us more than they had been paying us for 
two-reelers. They were perfectly happy with the two-reelers, so we couldnt go anyplace with this longer film. 
Eventually they offered us a little more, but not so much. So we went down to Broadway and we took a third-run 
house that was showing newsreels and we put the picture in there. They thought we were off our rocker, but the 
picture ran nineteen weeks. It established a tremendous record, and from then on we had no trouble. We ran into the 
same thing on Safety Last! Sometimes you had to take the film to Chicago, which was tied up with various circuits: 
Lubliner and Trinz, Balaban and Katz, one or the other. We felt that we had something a little out of the ordinary with 
Safety Last! because it had the thrill in it that audiences were reacting to very strongly in those days. We could get 
nowhere with the circuits, so we took a house on Michigan Boulevard called Orchestral Hall and established a fine 
record there, and had no trouble with Lubliner and Trinz, and Balaban and Katz after that. Are you planning to 
rerelease Grandmas Boy? Heres the way I look at it. If I thought there was a demand with the public for the pictures, I 
would love to release a great many of them, but I feel very loathe to release them unless I feel theyre really wanted and 
desired. What I mean by that is, even though I have stayed off the screen for many years and I think Im quite well 
known with the nostalgia group, Im known very little, if at all, with a great many cinemagoers. Now, whats the use of 
releasing pictures in the theaters if audiences dont know who theyre going to see? The general public is different 
today. Thats my situation, and its the reason I took it to Hollywood High down here. Somebody presented the 
opportunity to me, and I went down there and found that this generation is more hip, I think, than the generation I 
made them for. Theyve seen more television. Their whole response was tremendous because they didnt miss a gag, 
even things that were a little subtle. They got them right away. I went around and did a symposium with about eleven 
universities. They had a student congress and the picture went about as well there as Ive seen it. What about showing 
the films on television? I could go on television very easily if I wanted to; Ive had many offers. My price is a little 
high. I dont mind telling you what Im asking. Theyve come up close to it, but they havent come up. I want three 
hundred thousand dollars for myself for two showings. Thats a high price, but if I dont get it, Im not going to show it. 
Thats it. How did it happen that you kept control of your films? Well, that was kind of fortunate. I know because 
Buster Keaton was a very good friend of mine, and I knew Laurel very well, and Hardy, and they got into situations 
where they werent able to retain control of their pictures. At first I made pictures for Roach, and Roach had complete 
control. Later on he came to me and said, Harold, you dont need me anymore. Ive got so many pictures of my own to 
do, we might as well just go our own way. Which we did, and it was I think the most amicable way that any two 
people could have parted. From that time on I produced and financed my own pictures. It sounds like bragging, but we 
didnt borrow from the bank. We kept a certain amount of money aside and financed our own pictures. In a way we 
gambled a little heavier than some people do at Las Vegas, but we always got away with it. In one picture we put in 
close to a million dollars. No one wants to lose that much, which you can very easily in the picture business. But by 
doing that I was able to control my own pictures. Path, who owns so many of my Roach films, turned them over to me, 
and I bought a number of them from Roach. So I either own or control practically all of them. Back then it seemed to 
be a time when the people who were making films finished a film and then forgot it, and thats why so many have been 
lost. You seem to have a respect for what you did. Well, were going through the throes right now of trying to keep a 
lot of one-reelers from being lost. Nitrate, as you all know, is a very dangerous form of film and very tricky. It turns 
into jelly. Of all the pictures ever made on nitrate negatives, more than half have been lost. I lost an awful lot of films. 
They were stored in New Jersey, in a place called Bonbrook. Everybody stored them there, and they had a tremendous 
fire and all of ours were lost. And I had a fire at my house with nitrate. Fortunately, I didnt keep the ones that I 
treasure the most there. Nitrate film, for no reason at all, just explodes sometimes. Theyre such nasty fires because of 
the fumes and everything. Thats why a great many films have been lost, and a lot of others have been lost because no 
one preserved them. They just didnt think they were valuable. You once said that comedies have a better chance than 
dramatic pictures today. Why do you think that? We didnt make a local type of humor. We were smart enough to 
realize that they had to be understood in India or Tokyo or Holland as well as here, so we tried to make what I 
consider to be a basic type of humorthat they would understand too. Its not local humor, so its understood today and is 



fresh today, if the picture was well made. The gags that you seethe Keatons, the Chaplins, and the Laurel and 
Hardyssome of them are just as fresh today as you could possibly dig up to put in the modern picture. Did you start 
with a story or with an idea for a gag? We never had a script until we made a talking picture. When I say we didnt 
have a script, we had a script in our mind, up to a point. The first thing to find was a character. It was the thing that 
identified me as Harold Lloyd, the man with the glasses. This was a little contrary to what most of my contemporaries 
did. Most of them played exactly the same character. Chaplin played his little tramp, Keaton was the stone face, Laurel 
and Hardy were practically always the same. But in the pictures that I did, one character could be an introvert, a little 
weakling, and another could be an extrovert, the sophisticate, the hypochondriac. Each one thought differently. Well, 
they looked alike in appearance, with the glasses, which I guess youd call a typical American boy. Still, the 
sophisticate thought entirely differently than the character in Grandmas Boy or the character in The Freshman. How 
did the introduction of sound affect you? Some of the comediansin fact most all of themwerent equipped for sound. 
Now, my going into sound was sort of like when we went into features. It was an evolutionary thing. It was difficult to 
keep the same kind of pace in sound pictures as you did in the silents. Another thing is that everybody went sound 
happy. They thought that because you were making a sound picture you had to talk all the time. It was much cheaper 
to go verbal. You can get verbal laughs much easier than you can get sight gags. You had to pay some nice, handsome 
prices for your gagmen, as they were called. In my case it wasnt that way because I had completed a picture called 
Welcome Danger. I had finished it as a silent, and when we previewed it for about the third time, there was a one-
reeler sound comedy on the bill and they howled at it. It had the punkest gags, but they were laughing at the pouring of 
water, the frying of eggsit didnt matter whatthe clinking of ice in a glass. We said, My God, we worked our hearts out 
to get laughs with thought-out gags and look here: just because theyve got some sound, theyre roaring at these things. I 
said, Lets get on the ball. We ought to try and make this a sound picture. Lets see how much we can keep of it and dub 
itwe didnt know much about dubbing in those days eitherand well make the rest of it over. That was the one that cost 
me the mostclose to a million dollars. It also made the most money. Welcome Danger is the one made in underground 
Chinatown. So you see, for me it was a kind of natural transition because I had the silent picture to start with, so it had 
silent technique to it, and the dubbing was horrible. We just didnt know what we were doing. We had a screen up there 
and wed run the picture with X marks on it and tried to hit those things. Cutters didnt know too much about cutting 
them in. I look at the film today and groan, but it worked fine back then because they liked the sound gags. It didnt 
turn out to be one of our best pictures, but it has its good points. Did you ever improvise? The way we would ad-lib 
was that we would have a number of gagmen in our office, as many as four to eight of them. They were very 
expensivein those days you paid eight hundred dollars. Thats quite a figure. Id come in and theyd throw ideas at me. I 
knew what we wanted and we worked out a theme or story line which could be changed at any moment. Maybe I can 
explain it best with two pictures. When we made Safety Last!, we knew that the boy had to come to the city to make 
good and he was going to pretend to make good before he actually had, and that the girl was going to come on 
thinking he had made good, and then he would have to find some way to do it. One of the devices was climbing. He 
was going to get his palwho was an iron girder workerto climb this building. We filmed the climb first and we were 
very pleased with it. We thought we had something. Now, from there we went back and started the picture. But that, as 
I say, was a gag picture. We tried the same thing with The Freshman. We went out to the Rose Bowl and for two 
weeks did comedy business. We tried to play a football game and got nowhere at all. All the dailies were just sad. We 
had to start at the beginning because its a character comedy that needed to be built on a particular idea. We knew that 
the whole picture was really a boy who wanted to go to college with the idea of trying to be very popular. He goes 
with a completely erroneous idea of how to go about it. So hes in nothing but trouble all the time, and something pulls 
him out. Thats the kind of story line we worked with. In trying to be spontaneous, wed work out a series of scenes for 
the day. We knew we had little islands of what we were going to do, but in between those set ideas, wed ad-lib. By the 
time we had shot it four times, little islands would be left out and maybe wed change the whole idea, wed have all new 
business, things came to us that we didnt think of in the gag room. Thats the reason you got adept at ad-libbing, 
creating as you went along, thinking of different things. Is there anything you can tell us about the basic structure of 
the gags in your films? When you study comedy, there are many times when youve got to judge things very carefully. 
Is it good to let the audience in on your gag, to let them enjoy knowing whats going to happen, or should you surprise 
them? Ive had many gags that we had to shoot both ways because we werent sure. I would say that three-fourths of the 
time surprise is best, but sometimes it turns out to be much funnier when the audience is in on it and enjoying whats 
happening to the comic. In The Monkey, Im in the hold of this ship and this big heavy who has just killed a man is 
trying to kill me. I try to stand up to him. I fight him, but he knocks me down very easily and finally throws me up 
against the bulkhead. Im very exhausted, and he takes this iron belaying pin and hits me over the top of the headwhich 
should have crushed my skullbut all I did was blink and, of course, hes astounded. So he looks at me with a ferocious 
look and takes it again and hits me much harder. The iron pin bends a little and all I do is blink. The next time he hits 
me so hard he bends the belaying pin and is flabbergasted. He looks at me and I run. Theres an iron bracket on the 
shiphe didnt hit me at allhe was hitting this iron bracket that was over my head, so he could hit me all day long. Now, 
is it better for the audience to know hes hitting the iron bracket, or is it better for them to find out when I run away and 



theres the bracket? We previewed it both ways. Which way worked? The surprise way worked, because then we had a 
topper. Another example is in Safety Last! where Im caught in an office and Ive rung a bell, and the office boy comes 
in. Im not supposed to be there. Im trying to show off to my girl. In order to do it, I show him this dollar bill and he 
sees it and hes happy to get it. So I tell him to take the wastepaper basket out and empty it, and I drop the dollar bill in 
it. He gives me a wink, but as he starts out, I crumble a piece of paper and say, Oh, boy, come here. Youd better pick 
that up. As he picks that up, I reach in [the wastepaper basket] and get my dollar bill back. Now, for those kinds of 
things you want the audience in on it. I dont believe you ever took credit on your pictures as a director. Were you 
actually in control? I think that for more than sixty percent of the pictures I could have taken full credit on the 
direction. I took writers who had never been directors out of the writing room and gave them credit for directing the 
pictures. My thinking was that the audience was giving me credit I needed by being the main comic, so why did I have 
to have the credit for doing the direction? I enjoyed being the comic, and it helped the boys. Do you have anything like 
a philosophy of comedy? Gags are done from inside. You must feel them, you must know how they are, you must time 
them, you must react to them. If you could get ten comics doing the same piece of business, one will invariably do it 
much funnier if it suits him, if its his type of business. You must have that feeling of comedy within you, and my 
character was a funny characterthats the reason I used him. He belied his appearance when he put on horn-rimmed 
glasses for a mollycoddle type. He was a kind of weakling. I got the idea of wearing the glasses from a picture where 
the minister wore glasses and he took after this girl who had been kidnapped. He got the girl and had a terrible fight 
with her fellow. He licked the fellow and he was very casual about the whole thing. He just belied his appearanceyou 
didnt think he could fight, or do anything else. One thing I had to do was to stay within the semblance of reasonability, 
for example, when I was on the side of the building in Safety Last! Lots of people would have ruined the whole thing 
because theyd do something impossible and then ask you to believe them from then on. But practically all the gags I 
did, with one or two exceptions, were things that could actually happen. Many of the others didnt do that. They got 
into situations where they did something that spoiled the whole thing. Bob Hope used to try and mix oil and water all 
the time because hed go along with a cartoon gag and then hed want a very serious gag. You cant make the audience 
go both ways. Preston Sturges used to do something very dramatic and then hed do this other thing. The audience 
would get confused; they dont know where you want to go. If you want to make it a cartoon type of picture, then make 
it a cartoon. Theres nothing wrong with that. It may be better than the other way. But stick to it. Dont try to blend the 
two and ask the audiences to believe both things. 


