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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening! Good evening! My name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library, known as LIVE from the New York Public Library. As many of you know, my goal here at the Library is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution dance, and when I’m successful to make it levitate. (laughter) 

It’s my pleasure to welcome Wes Anderson back to the New York Public Library. Upcoming in March, you will want to come and hear Sarah Lewis, who will be joined by Anna Deavere Smith and Angela Lee Duckworth. They will explore a subject which is dear to all of us—failure. In April, we will welcome Steve Hindy, the cofounder of the Brooklyn Brewery. He will be joined by the Belgium Brewing Company CEO Kim Jordan and together—I will be onstage with them—I will learn all about how one makes craft beers. Also in April we will welcome the magician Ricky Jay. In May Radiolab’s Jad Abumrad joins artist Kara Walker. This evening will be copresented with Creative Time and the Studio Museum in Harlem. 

Also in May, George Prochnik will be in a conversation about the great Austrian writer Stefan Zweig. More about this when I talk with Wes Anderson. After the event you will in fact want to pick up various Stefan Zweig collections of stories as well as The Wes Anderson Collection, both supplied by our independent bookseller of years, 192 Books, and in June I think you will want to come hear Geoff Dyer, Karl Ove Knausgaard—a name I love saying, Karl Ove Knausgaard, who am I to say with a name like Holdengräber—with Jeffrey Eugenides to discuss his recent and in June also to discuss his recent adventures in hitchhiking, collected in a forthcoming collection, you will want to come and hear John Waters. And now, ladies and gentlemen, please warmly welcome Wes Anderson.

(applause)
WES ANDERSON: Thank you. Thank you. Thanks.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What a pleasure to have you back here, Wes. Really, I’m delighted, and I’m delighted to invite here and having inviting you here for about a year ago after we had a conversation together about literature and all kinds of different things, but I remember in particular we spoke about Marcel Proust, we spoke a little bit about the Nouvelle Vague and then this magnificent new movie came out with a reference to a writer who’s extremely dear to me, Stefan Zweig, but we’ll come back to that later. This evening—and digression is the sunshine of—and now I forget the quotation, (laughter) it doesn’t matter. Digression is the sunshine of narrative, I’ve repeated it so many times you were going to help me.

WES ANDERSON: No, I was just wondering what it was the sunshine of.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, I was wondering too.

WES ANDERSON: I knew it was a kind of sunshine.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But this evening I would like to have the evening framed around John Coltrane’s great album called Some of My Favorite Things and talk about some of your favorite things, and the way I’d like to structure it—I think structure is something you appreciate—the way I’d like to structure it is by reading quickly a quotation from Roland Barthes, in a book called Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, in which he says, J’aime, Je n’aime pas. I like, I don’t like. “I like salad, cinnamon, cheese, pimento, marzipan, the smell of new-cut hay—why doesn’t someone with a nose make such a perfume?—roses, peonies, lavender, champagne, loosely held political convictions, Glenn Gould, too-cold beer, flat pillows, toast, Havana cigars, Handel, slow walks, pears, peaches, cherries, colors, watches, all kinds of writing pens, desserts, unrefined salt, realistic novels, the piano, coffee, Pollack, all romantic music, Sartre, Brecht, Verne, Fourier, Eisenstein, trains, Médoc, the Marx Brothers, the mountains at seven in the morning leaving Salamanca, etc.” 

(laughter)

“I don’t like women in slacks, geraniums, strawberries, the harpsichord, Miró, tautologies, animated cartoons, Arthur Rubinstein, villas, the afternoon, Satie, Bartók, Vivaldi, telephoning, fidelity, spontaneity, evenings with people I don’t know, etc.” So this in some way is a framework, I hope that helped you greatly. The way I’d like to begin is by showing a little clip from Les quatre cents coups, Truffaut’s The 400 Blows. He was on the list of people you admire, and I’d like us to see it, it’s clip number thirteen, and then we’ll speak a little bit about how you might have discovered his work.

(clip from The 400 Blows)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When did you discover Truffaut and what was the context?

WES ANDERSON: The context was like so many things, I discovered Truffaut in the little video rental section at the back of a record store in Houston when was I sixteen or something like that, this movie, which was probably panned and scanned and not really in a correct form, and I loved that movie immediately, but in the course of time—you know, I mean, these movies are so readily available now and it sort of happened suddenly that we have access to everything. But it’s funny, you know, I haven’t seen—I haven’t seen this movie in at least a couple of years, and I think of a couple new things. One is I think that Noah Baumbach has used this music in Frances Ha, very possibly—does anybody know if I have that right? Yeah, it’s in there, and I sort of see so I see his—I see this movie in relation to a new great movie that obviously has a deep connection to it and I feel connected to his work and their work and so that’s one thing I see in it is sort of the—some continuity.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So in some way the fact that this music is being used again, is being repurposed, gives it a new meaning?

WES ANDERSON: Yes, it gives it a new meaning and, you know, it’s sort of, I mean, you know, that movie is its own thing, it’s not like a derivative sort of a thing, it’s a very original movie, I haven’t asked Noah his explanation of why he would have chosen one piece or another, but I think a part of it is liking the connection to this movie and to Truffaut and to the New Wave and the other thing is I’ve also, just in the last year, gotten to know this particular part of Paris, the kind of Clichy, Batignolles area, and there’s a Rue Truffaut even there. So I see it a bit differently—when I was sixteen, I had no sense of any of that stuff.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But this is so important, no? When we make a discovery.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, how you’re shaped by that sort of thing. This movie in particular I think was one of the reasons I started thinking I would like to try to make movies.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Bring me back, if you can, in some way what was it in the power of recognition?

WES ANDERSON: Well, I think what it is, this is such a personal story and it’s the director’s story, you know, it’s this man’s, it’s like a first novel and it’s his. And it also is very emotional and very alive and it’s the kind of debut that I mean, you know, people were dazzled by it. This movie is sort of,  you know, arguably with this or that other movie, but in a way this is the beginning of what we call the New Wave. That’s a kind of a powerful moment. And yes, so I think it’s one of those, it’s a sort of Citizen Kane kind of movie where—you know, I think it’s like, you know, people say this about the Velvet Underground, that everybody who listened to this music started a band, and I kind of,  you know, feel that way about this. The thing is right around the same time I saw this movie, I also started watching Hitchcock movies. Because they were on Beta, they had done a series of, you know, Hitchcock movies and I loved these movies but also the movies are identified, the star of the movies, you know, this series of movies, is Alfred Hitchcock, you know, this person who’s not, except in this tiny way, not on camera. And that got my attention somehow.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And also what I think is interesting is that how one’s perception and taste changes over time and the relationship between taste and age. You’ve spoken about having seen certain films too early. Having seen Buñuel or Bergman or other—

WES ANDERSON: Yes, well, you know, I saw, Bergman I saw, Bergman the first one I saw is Through a Glass Darkly. Which is a great one but maybe not at the top of the list of Bergman movies I love, but that one did make a very, I mean that one made a very powerful impression on me when I saw it, I was very taken with Bergman immediately whereas Buñuel the first one was I think Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie maybe, one of the last couple of his movies, anyway. And I didn’t really get it. It wasn’t funny to me, I somehow missed it and it was years later that I saw, I saw Diary of a Chambermaid, I guess, Jeanne Moreau, and that one I loved, and I worked my way through these movies back to the ones I started with and thought they were masterpieces. So, yeah, you know, we do have that experience where you change and the movie stays the same but your experience of it is completely different.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And but also I think an important fact is that or maybe I should ask it as a question rather. You discovered these movies freely. They were not imposed upon you by—

WES ANDERSON: Some curriculum or something like that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, a curriculum or a parent.

WES ANDERSON: No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did a father say to you, “Watch this?”

WES ANDERSON: No. The thing that I experienced is—I think for me, for people my age who have gotten into doing this sort of stuff. I feel our shared experience seems to be, we were watching these movies, watching these much more on videotape than in revival houses, maybe both, but a lot of them on video and reading tons of movie books. And, you know, it’s something, I used to just get—you know, try to get my hands on any book about movies. I feel like I learned as much from reading about movies as I was from—there’s something about going back and forth between watching movies and reading about them, it was film school for me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No and that connected with your bound collection of New Yorkers.

WES ANDERSON: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I read that not only did you have New Yorkers but you had them bound and you loved reading in particular articles by Pauline Kael and you made a pilgrimage to go and see her.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, yes, we’re sort of messing up the chronology a little but we can—you know, I read Pauline Kael in high school. They had the New Yorker in our school library and I started reading this magazine and sort of was interested in the things that were happening in this city. But I didn’t really have any particular point of entry—you know, it was just this magazine. But I started reading this movie critic and then when I was in college in Austin, Texas, among this vast collection of film books that they have in their system of libraries, and it’s a very sort of sixties—at least what it was then, it was a very sixties, you know, collection of books, it focused a lot on this kind of age of international cinema, Fellini and Bergman, anyway, it was sort of out of time, but anyway, I’ve lost my train of thought.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It doesn’t matter. It really doesn’t. I’d like to go back to the initial moment of discovering Truffaut, the first movie of Truffaut, and then I’d like us to quickly look at what appears to be possibly with the exception of Indiana Jones kind of movies, your very first movie, so if we could look at clip number one, please.

(clip from Bottle Rocket)

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Twenty years ago.

WES ANDERSON: Twenty years ago, is that right? Oh, Jesus. When I see it, you know, Owen says, “She’s an attractive woman.” The line was, “She’s an attractive older woman.” That was the line that we had written and I’m just seeing that, why is he saying that? And I know what it is. That woman was Luke’s tutor who had provided him invaluable help getting him through high school (laughter) and we cast her in this part and we started thinking, “She’s not going to like it if she hears him say she’s an attractive older woman, she doesn’t feel old, she doesn’t want to hear that,” and so we chickened out, we didn’t do the line right, (laughter) and you know, she’s not even on screen then, we could have done it as a pickup, we could have let her go. That’s the value of experience, you see. (laughter) You know, we could have her—say that was great, we’ve got it and she can go to a comfortable place and rest and then say the line right, but, you know, we just didn’t know.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m also interested in the way in which one can see there already your style at work and the influence of the Nouvelle Vague, the pinball machines in particular. Was that a nod?

WES ANDERSON: I’m sure it’s sort of stolen from. We didn’t really play pinball, it wasn’t like our lives. I mean, I’m sure we would have some kind of video game, or something, if we did anything. But I think it comes from Godard. You know, I think it comes from, I think there’s one part of Masculin Féminin where there’s a long scene playing pinball, maybe, I’m sure it’s like, what they’re really playing is French pinball. 

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like for us to see another early influence, clip number fourteen if we could.

(clip from Mean Streets plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What was it about Mean Streets that so struck you?

WES ANDERSON: I’m not even sure where to begin. There’s something about his way—these wildly adventurous moments in the movie that are, you know, expressionistic and intercut with almost documentary feeling scenes. And also I think these actors, just these guys, seeing these guys, you know. The funny thing is, this movie I haven’t seen in a little while, and Harvey Keitel’s in this new movie. He’s been in a couple, and so we had our premiere last night, I was with Harvey most of the evening last night, and I’m going to just name-drop for a bit here. (laughter) Forgive me, I’m just going to do it anyway. 

Harvey was there and Thelma Schoonmaker was with us, was next to us—sitting next to—she came by and they hadn’t—they seemed to have not seen each other in a long time and Noah Baumbach was sitting next to me also and we sort of were in between them while they started talking. And both of us were having the same reaction of “this is just amazing that we are actually sitting here,” kind of prodding them to talk and say things and reveal things and, you know, we had a—we were kind of remembering stuff about I mean one of us came up with Who’s That Knocking At My Door, Noah said something about Mike Wadley, a director who you know is not somebody who’s on the tips of everybody’s tongues and I thought maybe did he shoot part of Who’s That Knocking at My Door, Thelma, and then we asked Thelma and she said he shot half of it, which I think is better even that we came up with that fact. So anyway it was just a very like a slightly surreal for us because these are our heroes and it’s kind of an amazing feeling for both of us to sort of be there with them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you know in some way I would challenge your notion of name-dropping. Because I don’t think that you’re really name-dropping if I may say so.

WES ANDERSON: Just we’ll call it bragging.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But not really bragging because these actors and this talent is a signpost for you.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah. Yes, well, I mean, absolutely, these were you know such inspirations that, you know, it’s part of what, you know, my life now is partly kind of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Shaped by.

WES ANDERSON: By them and their model.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The slow motion, there are techniques here that you’ve learned from Scorsese that really have mattered to you and that you’ve held on to. 

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, yeah, in terms of stolen things, there’s just an endless list. Yes.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, earlier on when we spoke about maybe a year—maybe it’s two years ago, I can’t quite remember when it was, we had this conversation which I can’t really remember but it was about Marcel Proust, in part. And he mattered and he matters greatly to you. And you’ve read as far as I know the first of the three English volumes, volumes published in English, of In Search of Lost Time, and those first pages matter to you greatly and the images in them and the child going to sleep.

WES ANDERSON: The overture.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The overture. Why?

WES ANDERSON: Well, I’m not a super knowledgeable Proust guy by any means, and I didn’t even make it—I mean, I haven’t read the whole thing even once. It took me a very long time, just Swann’s Way, you know, I think I carried that book around for a year, just slowly making my way through, you know, rereading the sentences just because I forgot where it began by the time I got to the end of it, but I did love that book and I did—and I did stay with it. 

I think it’s the combination of the atmosphere, this powerful. I mean, his description of the moments of falling asleep, the process of falling asleep, is so vivid and, you know, his way of describing bits of behavior, things people often do but very complex ideas where you recognize a sort of psychological or behavior sort of process, a way we deal with things in our life, in our lives, that he captures with, you know, with intricate, careful, but also poetic descriptions.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But in a way it’s also a slow motion.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, I can see that. Yeah, that’s nice. I like that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean that in a sense part of what he’s describing and remembering, literally in the sense of putting the members back together, is something that is overlooked.

WES ANDERSON: Yes. And your slow motion is, you know, it’s about time. Part of the subject matter is time and what that means and what that’s, what our brains are like in relation to it, so I think the slow-motion metaphor is good. I mean, you do have this thing in this great big book that is frozen moments and, you know, protracted moments and yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nearly exaggerated in some way. And so In Search of Lost Time is in some way also in search of lost spaces, so it isn’t only about time but spaces.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And what I’m also so interested by and you said it a little bit earlier is that your discovery of movies was—connected to a discovery of literature and a discovery of books and books about movies and books as origins in some way for movies, so Salinger, for instance, is so important to The Royal Tenenbaums, and this latest movie is in some way extremely connected if in an ethereal nearly way to the life of Stefan Zweig. I want to delay that Zweig moment, because I know that once I reach it I’ll get stuck in it, but let’s just look at clip number three if we could.

WES ANDERSON: You know, the book, just to throw an extra thing onto it. You know, the idea of a relationship between books and movies. This also I think can take us back to the Truffaut because with the exception of the Antoine Doinel movies and Day for Night, maybe there’s one or two others, but almost every Truffaut movie is his adaptation of a book he loves, and his movies are full of books. Their physical presence is a part of so many of his movies and, you know, probably no movie has more books than Fahrenheit 451. You know, they’re being destroyed, but it’s filled with them. I think the—

Yes so anyway that I share that affection for books just even as objects as well as, you know, great stories and this movie is not the first time. This movie, this new movie we have is sort of meant to be a book. You know, there’s a character who’s an author who we meet at the beginning, and, you know, we see this book that he’s written that is the story of the movie but it’s not even the first time I’ve done that in a movie. It’s something that I mean, I was sort of, have literally done that before with a movie and I was reluctant but you know somewhere along the way I’ve decided whatever ways that I repeat myself, I just have chosen to accept that, it’s an inevitable part of my personality. Anyway, you can do your clip now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, I’m going to actually divert. Thank you. I can feel the director at work, being here with you I’m trying to direct you and at this particular moment you directed me very well, thank you. I meant to ask you. Rohmer, does Rohmer matter to you?

WES ANDERSON: Yes, yeah, very much. The one that I guess I always loved the most is Claire’s Knee, for some reason that one particularly grabbed me and, you know, it’s not—his films are not really quite like anybody’s. You know, I think, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Part of the reason I ask you is because he was also so interested in literature and in some way adapting, he was a specialist in eighteenth-century French literature, seventeenth-century and the moralistes and La Rochefoucauld and La Bruyère and all these people and he tried to adapt maxims, as if he was trying to adapt in England maybe it would be an adaptation of Oscar Wilde, he was adapting La Rochefoucauld, and using a small maxim to illustrate the maxim through a movie and I would have imagined this would speak to you, somehow a quotation.

WES ANDERSON: Well, I feel there’s a—in Godard, we see this thing where people just read, they just there reading to us and there are long passages and you know there are words on the—there are words used in so many visual ways. But I think with Rohmer they’re not reading to us but people are often reading and the movies often take the form of sort of journals. Sometimes they’re divided into days and there is a kind of literary aspect to his work.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It strikes me that this is very much what happens in The Grand Budapest Hotel too. You have a division that in the movie is made of chapters, one could imagine of days.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, yeah, well ours is—yes. I mean this is another thing, you know, where I’m repeating myself because I’ve done it in practically every movie. But somehow I—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You can’t get away from it.

WES ANDERSON: With these kind of things. Somehow they don’t necessarily work without. They need a lot of punctuation shaping and things like that. That’s I mean that’s maybe not the most wonderful choice of words—punctuation shaping, but—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know the line of Gertrude Stein who said that a comma is something on which you can hang your coat. We need these forms of punctuation so that we can hang things on them.

WES ANDERSON: The breaths in a movie are sometimes just crucial, and this one also with the idea that it’s sort of supposed to be like a book, that it’s sort of natural but the thing that was nice in this one is a thing that we sort of developed along the way, this new movie uses. We have a lot of different kinds of craftspeople and artists who contribute to the movie in various ways making, you know, these chapters, for instance, one is a painting of a sort of family tree and one is an embroidered handkerchief, it’s actually on that book cover there. Another one is the walls of a prison but it has graffiti and things, and these are all objects made by people who lived in this—in and around this place where we worked, Görlitz in Saxony. So anyway, one thing I really enjoyed with this movie was having these contributors, you know, people who were joining us with their various talents, and we just took pictures of them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’ll see nearly simultaneously clip number three and four. If we could see three and make a little comment and then we’ll see four right after.

(Clip from The Royal Tenenbaums)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I love that very first image, and I discovered that in that first image, these are in fact your hands.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, it’s true. Yeah.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I was wondering, I mean, is this the extent of you in movies?

WES ANDERSON: An extension of me—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, the extent.

WES ANDERSON: Oh, of my cameos. 
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

WES ANDERSON: Well, you know, I’ve done a lot of hand work in these films. (laughter) What happens is sometimes people just mess it up and, you know, this is the type of thing that if you can just do it yourself you can probably save a lot of time. And so I think it might fall into that category. I must say I’m not visually very fond of my hands, they’re skeletal and, you know, there’s not a lot of color in them. You know, I can definitely find some hand models that would I would prefer but I know they won’t be as fast as me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But also here you’re manipulating the very object you love most which is the book.

WES ANDERSON: Also the shots after it, the books are sort of mosaics. We had to make bunch of books so we could fill the screen because the movie screen is not shaped like a book, especially this sort of a screen but that also comes, that’s also just lifted straight from Two English Girls, another Truffaut. He’s got—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I don’t remember that.

WES ANDERSON: The title sequence is just copies of a book and I think they have his notes on them in some cases. I think maybe some of his notes for adapting the book, but yes that’s just another little reference, I guess. Or anyway just, you know—Your choice is to show it once and then put something else in the frame or do it the Truffaut way, order more books.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And in some way put your stamp of approval when the book needs to be returned.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, well, that’s the way they used to do it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were mentioning, let’s look quickly at clip number four if we could.

(clip from The Royal Tenenbaums)

WES ANDERSON: That’s—you know, there’s a funny thing with that one which is we were working on this movie and, you know, we had this part for Owen, Eli, and Owen had had this great little, what I always thought was a great bit, that was just sort of a freestanding thing, Old Custer, this idea of Old Custer, and that exact dialogue, including “maybe he didn’t?” as that way of saying it, so I put it in the script and then—and then we filmed the movie and our friend who died quite recently, Ric Menello, tells me, “So you used my ‘Old Custer’ bit,” and I said, “Owen’s Old Custer—he stole it from you, didn’t he? He’s being do that as his bit, and that’s your bit, isn’t it?” And he wasn’t deeply offended, but it was one of those things where I was slightly compromised by plagiarizing without being—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Aware.

WES ANDERSON: Forewarned. But it’s probably better that way, you know. I don’t think he was going to use it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you know what strikes me also in The Grand Budapest Hotel is there are all these moments of great recitation. 

WES ANDERSON: Yes, quite a bit of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Poetry.

WES ANDERSON: He’s got quite a bit of poetry. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean, you know, it’s worthwhile reading maybe a couple of them: “When questing once in noble wood of gray medieval pine, I came upon a tomb, rain-slicked, rubbed cool, ethereal, its inscription long vanished, yet still within its melancholy fissures.” Or “The painter’s brush touched the inchoate face by ends of nimble bristles and with a blush of first color rendered her lifeless cheek though languish” there are a few more that I could read and I tried to find the origins.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, yes. You’re right. Those are not real poems. I’m the first to admit.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is there just great pleasure on your part—or differently put what are you trying to do you think render in these moments of high sublime seeming poetry?
WES ANDERSON: Well, you know, I mean, I think, this character, who Ralph Fiennes plays in the movie, is modeled on a—is inspired by a real person, and he will recite, you know, when you’re least prepared for it he will hit you with something and so it was something that we—it was automatic that we needed to have some poems. I think, you know, there’s some sort of parody, pastiche things anyway. The one that Owen does was meant to be something like a Cormac McCarthy, and I always thought reading Cormac McCarthy, I love Cormac McCarthy, but I always thought some of these words, these arcane terms, I think he makes them up and so we did a few of those and subsequently, I think he does, I think they’re real. I think that’s the difference. (laughter) So, you know, ours are fake.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what is interesting now having seen your new movie three or four times, is that I’ve noticed in the audience when these poems are recited from memory, there seems to be, in the audience watching the movie, a feeling of recognition.

WES ANDERSON: Well, that would be good. I like that. They think they ought to know these. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, they feel like—

WES ANDERSON: Because they’re such good poems.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This could be Keats.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, good, good. That’s it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So in some way you’re playing with cultural norms.

WES ANDERSON: Well, if we get away with it, yeah.
(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you were a child and an adolescent one of your ambitions was to be an architect.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, that’s true. I think that’s sort of what I wanted to be first, was an architect, I always had. You know, my dad got me a drafting table when I was very young and, you know, I always worked at a kind of, you know, tilted table like that. I think, you know, after that I wanted to be a writer and in a way part of I guess, part of what I do with these movies is a bit of a combination of those things. I mean, movies I guess, they use so many disciplines, so many, you know, different media, mediums, and but I think the big thing is sort of the visual and the words and how it all goes together. So maybe I kept something of that aspiration to design buildings or something like that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you were mentioning earlier on how much of the new movie is made by craftsmen, so beautifully, finely, I mean, everything seems perfectly, exactly where it needs to be. Nothing is left nearly to chance.

WES ANDERSON: Well, you know, it’s interesting because this movie over the years I feel like I’ve done these movies—I approach them with greater preparation. Each one I do has a little more carefully you know made process in advance of the shooting and but this one also more than any of the others, that process is really a process of stumbling across things and discovering things and you know the—it’s not like I have some preconception of the whole deal, it’s gathering and researching and in the case of this one traveling quite a lot. The—for instance, there are pastries in this movie. We had approached a kind of famous French pastry chef, and it was a complicated process, and in the end we hired this baker, this local baker named Anemone in this town of Görlitz and she didn’t really speak English and we did not have a great—there was not great precision in how we communicated with her. And she just sort of started inventing things and I kind of would respond and we picked different icings and—it was her thing, you know, I mean we went through a process together, but she contributed this to it. 
I think that’s the case with most things. The biggest thing that’s in a movie is the main thing is these faces and these voices, these people who are playing the scenes and as prepared as I may have a scene be, I feel like on a set it’s always just chaos and the actors take over and they have to bring it to life and you know it just goes to them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s see how it is brought to life nearly at the beginning of The Grand Budapest Hotel, I would like us to see it’s just a few frames into the film, clip number seven.

(clip from The Grand Budapest Hotel)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Bring the tray to the table, I love that, and I love the way the film begins with this it’s nearly a picaresque kind of movement, you feel that our various characters are nearly kicked in the behind and moved forward and the music in part makes that happen.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, we had an interesting thing with this music, which this movie has almost the entire film is original music, which is rare for me, and it’s by Alexandre Desplat, who is a composer I’ve worked with several times, he’s a wonderful French composer, but we used instead of, for instance, a string section, we had a balalaika orchestra, you know, those triangular Russian kind of mandolins, which make an amazing sound when you play a bunch of them at once, and we had a cimbalom player, Hungarian, which is a kind of like hammered dulcimer, anyway, he’s, there are sounds that we’ve not had in our movies before and, you know, I think Alexandre was quite inspired by that. 
I do know when I see this thing. Ralph—I had wanted to work with Ralph for many years, and then I got to know him a little through our mutual friends and, you know, at one point he showed me a few years ago a sort of mood reel he had made when he was trying to raise money to make Coriolanus, his Shakespeare adaptation and he showed me his mood reel and I asked him a question about how this thing would be. And then next thing I knew he was doing a long speech from Coriolanus in very close—probably like this close, and Ralph Fiennes on a couch like that really doing a big speech is a very powerful experience, (laughter) it’s slightly scary and fascinating. And I at the end of that conversation I thought, “You know, I—I’ve really—I’ve got to think up something that I can do with this one,” you know, because I’m just so impressed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And this is it!

WES ANDERSON: And this is it which actually has nothing to do with the feeling I got in that moment, I mean, you know, Coriolanus has this tremendous intensity and force.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But one does have that feeling also here, when you know, that first, that close to the first scene in the movie where he’s walking with Zero and he’s ushering orders.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, he has authority, he always has that.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: He has authority and I was wondering if in some way that walk he was taking through the Grand Budapest Hotel was kindred to the walk you might be taking when you’re on a set.

WES ANDERSON: You know, I think in fact on a set I’m just as likely to be, you know, they say we’ve made a space, you can crouch on the floor here in the backseat of this taxi, and we gave you a small monitor in your headphones, and you have to stay there. You know, often, in order to be able to even be close to the scene, you don’t end up, you have to accept some humiliation, so, you know, it’s less about striding around telling everyone what to do. 
But anyway, finishing up the Ralph part—by the time we’d written this, started writing this part, I’d decided there is no one else who can take this role and make him a real person, and the interesting thing that I felt in working with Ralph is I had this image of Ralph, you know, I’ve loved him in so many movies, and I had this image of him as this sort of, I saw him as coming from a sort of Shakespearean English theater tradition, and I realized very quickly, I mean, I’m not sure how Ralph would describe it or if he would wish to but I felt he is much more a Method actor and he’s more you know Group Theatre, Marlon Brando or Stanislavski tradition and that was very exciting to me because it’s somebody who’s determined, whatever we’re going to do, I am going to make sure I am this character. You know, he owns it. That’s quite exciting, you know, for a director to feel that with someone they’re working with.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like us to look at image number five if we could. This is at the very closing of The Grand Budapest Hotel, and I think this is an incredibly bold move on your part.

WES ANDERSON: Bold to acknowledge the debt?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, and bold to—I mean, it’s a name that means so much to me, and I will want to dwell on this a little bit now. Bold to acknowledge the debt. Very strong also to put the date of birth and death.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, well, you know, I had never read Zweig until maybe I want to say like six years ago, I should actually find out when it was. It was when Beware of Pity was published by New York Review of Books Press, that was the first one I read. You know, a bookstore in Paris had this book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You stumbled upon it.

WES ANDERSON: I stumbled upon it. And I think I vaguely knew the name. Somewhere I had heard some reference to Zweig, but quite recently I had and I think it had to do with these books coming back into print, new translations and they were coming back into print, and I read this book and in the first pages I was, you know, I immediately fell in love with what I was reading and with his voice and his sort of techniques, and, you know, Zweig has a way of telling a story that is almost like a Kipling or a Conrad, they’re told as tales but the subject matter tends to be very psychological and they’re very personal and they tend to be about very conflicted, somewhat even tortured people sometimes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Dangerous people, tortured people, people playing with secrecy.

WES ANDERSON: Yes. Secrecy runs through everything. And you know, anyway, I started thinking I would like to—and then I was—I read more of—Beware of Pity is the only one people call a novel, but there are many short stories, wonderful short stories, and then there’s a—and you know, there are biographies, very famous biographies, and there’s his memoir, World of Yesterday, which in combination with the fiction, you know, he paints a portrait of Vienna and of Europe before 1914 that is so vivid and is filled with details, it’s personal and you know, it’s his feeling about this moment and about the destruction of a culture that he had completely handed himself over to, his whole life was this world of art in Vienna at that time. Anyway, this all kind of mixed together and became a kind of backdrop for this story and an approach to this story even though our movie isn’t an adaptation of any Zweig story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s why also it’s not an adaptation—it’s inspired.

WES ANDERSON: It’s more like me trying to do a Zweig—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: On speed.

WES ANDERSON: -esque thing. Yes, it does sort of change gears. In the end, yes, the movie does not have the rhythms of Zweig. Although maybe we use advice that he regularly used which is to begin a story with somebody meeting somebody else and that person eventually—you know, something happens, and then one of them eventually tells the other one his story and we go back and that’s the thing, and so we use that, you know, that’s our approach, and in that part of our story I think it is more a Zweig sort of rhythm, a bit more controlled and, you know, a slower pace but then our movie kind of without me really deciding to when we go to the thirties it’s more—it’s like the rhythm of a thirties movie, I think. Somehow that’s just the way it came out.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m so curious how Zweig resonated for you and how The World of Yesterday, which is as I mentioned earlier on, is a world which is terribly familiar to me. Both my parents were born in Vienna, and my father, who’s presently ninety-five years old, was born just before the end of the First World War, so Zweig was to me a household name.

WES ANDERSON: Superstar.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And a superstar because at that point I did know that, you know, in the 1920s and 1930s, early 1930s, he was one of the most translated writers in the world. And the way he described monomania was just fantastic, I mean it was just so exciting to me, and I remember coming to graduate school in this country and meeting this professor named Carl Schorske, who wrote a book called Fin-de-Siècle Vienna, and I wanted to write an intellectual biography of Stefan Zweig, and he said to me, “Great period. Wrong life.” And I think he was absolutely wrong. 
But it was an incredible moment for me to realize both that I wasn’t going to do that but also this incredible baggage of this period, this Mitteleuropa that was fading, this Europe that was this middle of the Habsburg empire that was falling apart, and what strikes me so intensely in The Grand Budapest Hotel is well, first of all, the Grand Budapest Hotel, by the time we get to it, is no longer grand at all. It is falling apart and part of what you are describing in the film is the decay as you have on that slide, is the decay of a whole empire, and it’s sort of an inevitable decay, which Zweig embodies in some way.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, well, I think that’s exactly right. You know, I think, the thing is what Zweig describes the beginning of this process—he actually uses the word, I think he says “the suicide of our independence.” He watches as these countries divide up. One thing that’s very memorable in this memoir is he says that—he describes that they didn’t have passports. There was no need. You weren’t obligated to justify your existence or provide that kind of documentation, and suddenly it was a Europe where stamps and signatures, people were living and dying by these things. He describes all these changes, these ideologies that, you know, that rise and it leads him, as we know, to eventually he, you know, he leaves Europe, he ends up all the way in South America, and he ends up killing himself with his wife.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Committing suicide with his second wife.

WES ANDERSON: Yes. But the sort of—the erasing of this culture that he witnessed. Well, he was erased, for us at least, for Americans, I think, he didn’t exist, until, you know, I mean, he just was gone, this hugely popular writer just sort of disappeared for us and it’s only so recently. You know New York Review of Books Press and Pushkin Press in England, everything is back, and it’s a huge body of work, I mean it’s amazing and so strange that it was gone. I mean, I think he probably participated in erasing—the fact that he killed himself I’m sure was part of what helped—what led to him sort of disappearing in that way but the other thing is he had already witnessed his books being destroyed and being burned in the place where, you know, in his native language his reputation was being, you know, obliterated.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And do you think in some way The Grand Budapest Hotel is an attempt to reanimate him?

WES ANDERSON: Well, it’s funny because, you know, we have one character who’s—we have two characters who are called, who are sort of an author. At an older age, a younger age, there’s this sort of younger, I want to say sort of fictionalized version of an author that appears in the film, and they’re both meant to be Zweig, they’re made to look like Zweig and they’re just—you know, Tom Wilkinson plays a part where what he’s saying is really—they’re partly Zweig’s words or at least me rephrasing them a bit for various reasons, but, you know, he’s doing Zweig, and they’re his ideas. And then but beyond that even the character that Ralph Fiennes plays, this character called Mr. Gustave in the story, he’s quite connected to Zweig even more—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In what way?

WES ANDERSON: I would say I sort of see him connected to less Zweig’s work and more Zweig the person. He sort of—he’s somebody who cherishes a culture that he’s seeing evaporating and along with that I think—you know, Zweig was somebody who lived a kind of grand life in his way. You know, he collected manuscripts and musical scores and had a huge collection and he had a very wide circle of kind of fascinating friends.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Friends from all walks of life.

WES ANDERSON: From everywhere, yeah. And he was somebody who believed particularly in this sort of fraternity of artists and intellectuals and not—the borders were, he knew these were meaningless to them, and then of course he saw so many people who he thought he shared those views with taking their sides, but somehow some of these aspects of this character, you know, we just took little things without really even deciding to, bits of his personality I think have found their way into this story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you say “without deciding to” I wonder if you feel that with The Grand Budapest Hotel you’ve made a film that in some way—I hate to use the word “grown-up,” but (laughter) do you hate to hear it too?

WES ANDERSON: I don’t mind it. I don’t mind it. You know, I’d say, yeah, you know, I mean, I’ve never done a movie that had a historical context. The thing is this story is set in a made-up country, and it’s a sort of invented version of the history of this region but it’s very clear what we’re referring to in it. And I don’t think I’ve had—I’ve not made a movie where it has a background like that, where there are real—that has this sort of politics but, you know—
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you use the word “politics” and in a way I feel with The Grand Budapest Hotel you—politics was unavoidable for you to bring it to—I mean, to the foreground in a way that is, that both gives a feel of the looming tragedy and at the same time you’re not completely aware which tragedy is it the First World War, is it the Second World War, this great precision, the nineteenth of October, but we don’t quite know of what year, we don’t quite know—so you play with the notion of a defined moment in time without really knowing what that moment is but of an era in some way about to vanish.

WES ANDERSON: Yes. Right, yes, and we’ve sort of probably combined the two world wars into one and sort of placed it in between them. Although, I read this, I read a chapter of this book by I think it’s Dean Acheson, who wrote a book called Present at the Creation. Does anybody know that one? Present at the Creation? In it, he puts forward the theory that there, that in fact there is one war, that it is two, he describes it as, and maybe this has absolutely no—maybe historians put no stock in this view, I just happened to stumble across it and I thought this works perfectly for our movie. But that it’s he described it as two movements of German aggression, that’s how he describes the two, as one war, as two kind of assaults on Europe. Maybe our story is doing—is following that path. But I mean I think the idea is to make it as specific as it can be in its own invented way. But I want to make a sort of experience and I don’t want to have too many interpretations of my own, and often it’s very unconscious, the way I’m approaching it, it’s more the things I’m interested in are finding their way into the story and in a way that’s what I prefer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what interests me also is that Zweig should have become the center of your attention and that the center of your attention should have become the Zweig that is in some way both present to a culture he so much loves and already nostalgic for a culture he’s about to lose. 
WES ANDERSON: Yes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s that moment of in-betweenness that you are somehow after, in creating also, because you went to some of the places that he describes, and you didn’t find them, they no longer existed, so you had in some way recreate the world of yesterday.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, well, a process of making this new movie was, a part of it was traveling quite a lot in Central Europe and even though the script had been written, it changed the story a bit. For instance, you described that this hotel is in decline and has faded and that was what was in our script, but in fact after traveling around in Hungary and in Czech Republic what we ended up doing was making the part of the story where the hotel is faded, it’s communist, and that’s sort of just communicated in the architecture. And—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If we could quickly look at clip number nine to give you a sense of it.

(clip from The Grand Budapest Hotel)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s so fantastic.

WES ANDERSON: Oh, thanks. It’s cropped, by the way. It’s not supposed to be—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m sorry. But I think the décor is so interesting, how you—and the process whereby by which you did research—in the list of things you love that you sent to me you spoke to me about the Photochrom collection of the National Archives.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, it’s on the website of the Library of Congress. Yes, there are these Photochrom images there, they are these black-and-white photographs that were colorized. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If we can look at seven, eight, nine, and ten. Go ahead.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, well, this is the Hotel Pupp in what is now Karlovy Vary and this is really one of the inspirations for it. Part of why in the movie you see we have a painting and a miniature and that was partly because eventually I realized we are never going to be able to visit these places, they don’t exist like this anymore.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They only exist in our mind in some way.

WES ANDERSON: They exist on the website of the United States Library of Congress. (laughter) But it’s very interesting because if you peruse this website, there are thousands and thousands of images, these were mass produced and they were sold by a company in I want to say it’s like St. Louis or Kansas City or something and another company in Switzerland and they somehow had some joint venture and they had photographers everywhere and they made these somehow mechanically colorized mass produced images and they’re very beautiful and they are—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s look at the next one.

WES ANDERSON: They are landscapes and cityscapes, and they are all around the Austro-Hungarian Empire and all around Europe and all around the whole world, and it’s really like Google Earth of 1905 and, you know, you can see all that kind of stuff. We found our movie on this website really and we went to many of these places and you know it’s often very, quite sad, when you go and you’re standing in the same spot, and you see what we’ve done in the interim, but it’s a good one to wander around on I will say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you think of yourself as someone who is nostalgic?

WES ANDERSON: Not especially. I have spent a lot of time living in Europe in the last ten years or so and my experience as a foreigner, you know, over there and somebody who didn’t go as a child, I feel like I’m always discovering new things. It’s an adventure for me to be abroad, and I don’t really feel great nostalgia, but when you go through a process like this of making this movie you are struck by these—there are some things that seem tragic even in just how a cityscape or a landscape changes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I do want to end on a note of tragedy.

WES ANDERSON: Oh good.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But before that I really want the audience to understand that The Grand Budapest Hotel is an enormous amount of fun also, and there’s a great adventure. I wonder how much fun it was for you to make it, because in some way what I come out seeing at the end of it is possibly by a form of projection, the true disappearance, the tragic disappearance of a civilization, of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, something I will have occasion to speak with George Prochnik, who interviewed you for this wonderful book, The Society of Crossed Keys, I’ll be speaking to him about Stefan Zweig alone and his exile and final suicide, we’ll be speaking about that, a very cheery subject. I highly encourage you to come on May 6. But the film is also a great adventure story.

WES ANDERSON: I guess it’s probably supposed to be a comedy.
(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But it ends up being a tragedy.

WES ANDERSON: Yes. It takes a downbeat turn. And I think it’s not Zweig’s story but I think the reality of what would happen to Zweig in his life is—it sort of required our story to go a certain direction. In some way it had to end this way because of what happened to him. But yes, you know, it was a very—It was a fun movie to make. The thing I’ve found out and experienced over the years is I am less relaxed on the set than I’ve ever been. I mean, Owen pointed this out to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now.

WES ANDERSON: “You seem so tensed up all the time. You used to be a much more relaxed type of guy on the set.” And it’s because I think I’ve had too many, I don’t want to—I just don’t want to mess anything up.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you wish you could let go a little bit more, be a little bit more like some of—
WES ANDERSON: No.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A hero of yours, like Robert Altman in some way?

WES ANDERSON: Well, I love Altman, and I love the Altman—he invented an amazing kind of filmmaking method for himself. But for me I actually—I want to have energy on the set, and I want to have, I want to be just completely on it because it doesn’t last that long, it’s going to end. You know, you know this movie is going to be over after a certain period, so you would just have to keep it going for that amount of time and every day that we would wrap up on this movie, it was the kind of movie that we would wrap and—The Life Aquatic, this is a movie I made many years ago. That  movie we would wrap and it might be a beautiful day on a boat. And but we didn’t get the work we meant to get it, and it wasn’t a great—I didn’t enjoy that, we shot for a hundred days, and we went, you know, eight million dollars over schedule. No one would dream of letting me go half a million dollars over schedule now. I don’t even know how that was even—Who let that happen? (laughter) It just seems unthinkable. 
But I was very affected by that experience, so I don’t really want to work that way. I like to have fun, while we’re working hard, when we wrap for the day. On this day we all lived together in a little hotel, and we had a cook who we had brought from Italy and we had a lot of fun but I want, you know, the tension level is—I’m happy to have that stay all day and stop when we finish, and come back the next day. You know, I can work on an ulcer for three and a half months or something because then it’s going to end. The editing room, for instance, is a very relaxed place. And I feel like there needs to be a sort of intensity during the actual shooting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I said we would end on a somber note. I’d like us to see clip number eleven and there will be one after that and then we’ll wrap the evening.

(clip from The Grand Budapest Hotel plays)

WES ANDERSON: Doesn’t seem so tragic.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No?

WES ANDERSON: I guess we don’t want to give away the whole thing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The note is I realize is let them—when Zero says let them proceed.

WES ANDERSON: Let them proceed, yeah, that’s a bit sad in a way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you know the line in Zweig that you reference when he says human beings were made to feel—in The World of Yesterday—“were made to feel that they were objects and not subjects, that nothing was their right but everything merely a favor by official grace. They were codified, registered, numbered, stamped, and even today I as a case-hardened creature of an age of freedom and a citizen of the world, republic of my dreams, count every impression of a rubber stamp on my passport a stigma, every one of those hearings and searches a humiliation.” And I feel like this passage is somehow an illustration of that.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, yeah. I think—I’m sure it comes really right out of Zweig. And they are bookends. This is sort of half the story but again I don’t want to—I hope people are going to see the movie.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They must. (laughter) They must, and you know the sad tone I find to it you are resisting.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, I don’t want to, I just yeah. I genuinely don’t want to give away what happens. But I agree with you. The subject matter of the movie is, you know, is barbarism, you know, there’s a dark cloud over the whole thing, so even though it is a comedy I think that what you’re saying is the case, the impulse to make the movie does not come out of—from an exactly comic place.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There’s a line of Woody Allen I’ve always liked. At the end of a stand-up comedy routine he did in the 1960s and ’70s, he said, “I’d love to leave you on a positive note. Would you accept two negatives?” (laughter) I hope that people do go and see this film as soon as it comes out which is next week, at the end of next week. It’s great fun, it’s a mixture of fun and weight and heft and lightness and adventure, and I think it’s also a great occasion to rediscover somebody who’s come into your life now, which is Stefan Zweig. Now he’s come into your life, and I think people will rediscover him thanks to this film.

WES ANDERSON: That would be a wonderful sort of side effect. I would love to turn some people on to him that way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Not a bad thing to be turned on to, as it was to speak with you tonight. Thank you very much.

WES ANDERSON: Thank you, Paul, thank you so much. Thank you, everybody.
PAGE  
1
LIVEAnderson_2.27Transcript

