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MEG STEMMLER: The clips you just saw were created by our artist in residence, Flash Rosenberg. Flash draws conversations between authors, eccentrics, and thinkers in real time while they are speaking. She captures what it feels like to be in the audience, listening. Flash traces how the ideas discussed might look as they mingle in the room and land on us while our minds actively participate. She will be in the back of the room this evening, drawing tonight’s conversation between Wes Anderson and Noah Baumbach.

Good evening. My name is Meg Stemmler, and I produce programs for LIVE from the NYPL. The mission for our series, created by the director, Paul Holdengräber, is to create cognitive theater. We want to provide a platform for dialogue that provokes, inspires, enlightens, and agitates the mind. We’ve tried to do this this season and in past seasons with evenings that have included Werner Herzog, John Hope Franklin, Bill Moyers, Toni Morrison, Mira Nair, Bill Clinton, Rebecca Solnit, Spike Lee, and many others. This week we’ll be welcoming another great filmmaker, Volker Schlondörff, to be in conversation with Kati Marton on her book Enemies of the People: My Family’s Journey to America. 

We’re thrilled that so many Young Lions members came this evening. The Young Lions is a membership group for New Yorkers in their twenties and thirties who are committed to supporting the work of the library. Through presenting dynamic events and contributing to the general book fund, the Young Lions are integral to the life of the library and its future. Each season, members enjoy exclusive events that feature young writers and leaders in arts, politics, business, law, and in the media. To become a Young Lion and support the NYPL, please visit the information table on your way out. When you support the New York Public Library, you’ll receive discounted tickets to all LIVE from the NYPL programs. 

Tonight we are happy to welcome Wes Anderson and Noah Baumbach to the LIVE from the NYPL stage for a conversation about Fantastic Mr. Fox, Wes Anderson’s first animated film, based on the children’s classic by Roald Dahl. Wes Anderson is the director, codirector, and producer of Fantastic Mr. Fox. He is also the director and cowriter of Bottle Rocket, Rushmore, The Royal Tenenbaums, The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou, and The Darjeeling Limited. Noah Baumbach is the cowriter of Fantastic Mr. Fox. He wrote and directed Margot at the Wedding, The Squid and the Whale, and Kicking and Screaming. With Anderson, he cowrote The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou. Wes has pre-signed copies of Fantastic Mr. Fox that will be available from our bookseller after the program. 

At some point in the conversation, Wes and Noah will invite the audience to participate in Q and A. Please come to the microphone that will be in front of the stage if you’d like to ask a question. Ladies and gentlemen, Wes Anderson and Noah Baumbach.

(applause)
NOAH BAUMBACH: Thank you. Thanks very much. We could do this like the Italian talk show that’s an extra on The Life Aquatic DVD.

WES ANDERSON: How does it start?

NOAH BAUMBACH: Pretend not to hear things, wait for the translation. Wes and I actually—there was a time when we spent a good portion of our lives together either working or just hanging out, but we actually haven’t seen each other since I think, like two years, the New York Film Festival maybe two years ago, so we’ll be catching up also live before you. We’ll try to make that interesting and not too inside.

WES ANDERSON: I was thinking about when we first started talking about doing this book together it was around the time—it was around the time—it was during the postproduction of Squid and the Whale—and we went to this dinner. In Squid and the Whale there’s a scene where the family’s trying to decide what they’re going to do that evening, and they decide they’re going to go to the movies and I think the son suggests they go to Sixteen Candles—

NOAH BAUMBACH: It’s Short Circuit.

WES ANDERSON: And Bernard, the father, says, I was kind of more interested in Blue Velvet.
NOAH BAUMBACH: Blue Velvet’s supposed to be quite interesting.

WES ANDERSON: And then it cuts to the family watching the movie, and it’s Isabella Rossellini standing on the street in a stupor naked.

NOAH BAUMBACH: And the son’s on a date, also.

WES ANDERSON: I forgot, that’s an important part of it. So we went to this dinner around the time of that, we needed to get permission to use the clip.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Because it was written in, but we could add it in in postproduction. Well, actually it said Blue Velvet, we had to get it, there was no way—

WES ANDERSON: They said Blue Velvet, that was the joke. And so we went to this dinner and we didn’t know who was going to be at the dinner, but we actually ended up being seated on either side of Isabella Rossellini at this dinner, so I think I’m not sure exactly what mind-set I was in, but I was sort in like a business mode, and when I saw her, I was like, “we’re going to close this right now tonight at this dinner.”

(laughter)

NOAH BAUMBACH: But you didn’t tell me this idea.

WES ANDERSON: I kind of thought it was like a tag team and we were in it together and it was just going to happen. I would start it on the left and you would come in—

NOAH BAUMBACH: We were generally in sync, but not then.

WES ANDERSON: So I said to Isabella Rossellini, who’s a very gracious person, we were talking, and I just sort of gently brought in, “You know, by the way Noah is editing a wonderful film.”

NOAH BAUMBACH: And like I’m cutting into whatever.

WES ANDERSON: “And there’s a scene in the film where we use Blue Velvet, and in fact we’ve been working on the”—I didn’t want to hit it too hard, but I was sort of like, “we’re actually trying to clear it right now.” But I didn’t want to—I thought I was just kind of delicately and she could just take it from there. And she said, “What’s the scene?” And I said—

NOAH BAUMBACH: “Noah.” (laughter) And I just had that uncontrollable sweat.

WES ANDERSON: That was the first time I’d seen his expression or the pallor.

NOAH BAUMBACH: It was so unlike you, too, because we’re both kind of—tend to be quieter and shyer in those situations, and you just jumped in, all business.

WES ANDERSON: I was trying to be a producer.

NOAH BAUMBACH: So I—so she’s just looking right at me and Wes is behind her, (laughter) and I said, “It’s the scene where you’re naked and come out on the porch and put your arms out, and you say, ‘he put his disease in me.’”

(laughter)
WES ANDERSON: And I turned to whoever was on my left and joined that conversation.

(laughter)
NOAH BAUMBACH: Meanwhile, you turned to John McEnroe or somebody else who was at the—but then she was incredible and she was very moving about how that movie had—she had had a tough reaction in Italy, I guess, when she did it, and how she was thrilled that we were interested and so we got it. Actually a side part of that is I then, after the movie had already come out, I was at a dinner that David Lynch was at and I was introduced to him and he said, “Yes, I lent you something of mine,” (laughter) which I thought was a really nice good way to put it. It’s on permanent loan, I hope. But that was that night, right? 
WES ANDERSON: So then we walked down, took the elevator down, and walked to the street in silence and then I said—

NOAH BAUMBACH: It was just so unlike you.

WES ANDERSON: I’m sorry. And then we walked for a couple of blocks and then for some reason I said, “You know, I’ve been thinking about adapting this Roald Dahl story, Fantastic Mr. Fox, and would you like to work with me on it?” and you said sure. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: Yeah.

WES ANDERSON: That was how the project started.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Until then, it was when we were writing Life Aquatic, you would get calls sometimes about it, like if we were in your office, and talk about it and hang up and go back to Life Aquatic and I would sit there quietly and politely—your other project that didn’t involve me. So that began it.

WES ANDERSON: That began it, yes. But I think we really started writing in earnest when we met—you know, we worked on it a little bit in Los Angeles and New York, but we really settled into it when we went to Gypsy House.

NOAH BAUMBACH: As opposed to—Life Aquatic we really wrote in a very concentrated, really in one place—

WES ANDERSON: One table.

NOAH BAUMBACH: And this was written over a longer period of time in many different places. But yeah, then when you invited me out to Gypsy House, we sort of had almost a version then, but we really—it really found its way when we went there.

WES ANDERSON: Right. Gosh, I don’t even remember what stage we were in. But I felt like when we went to Gypsy House, we sort of got this, or anyway this is the way I’ve been telling it in interviews, I felt like we started relating it more to Dahl himself when we spent time at Gypsy House.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I think that’s just what you’ve been saying in interviews, but I’ll go with it.

WES ANDERSON: We met, you know, with Roald Dahl’s widow, Liccy Dahl, who invited us to work there, and we met his grandson, Luke, Luke Kelly, who showed us in the sort of billiards room they had all of his archives, and we started sorting through that stuff.

NOAH BAUMBACH: That was incredible. That was all these, pads of things, even just like ideas, like a good line for somebody to say in something, that was things that never made it in—

WES ANDERSON: One thing that was very pornographic that Luke flipped to and showed us.

NOAH BAUMBACH: He was just like, “You’ve gotta look at this one.”

WES ANDERSON: It was like a little poem, it was just a sentence, do you remember what it was?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I just remember it being—you would think almost in that context anything even slightly racy would be shocking, but this was totally pornographic.

WES ANDERSON: Yes. I remember it but I don’t feel like I can say it, maybe later in the thing when I warm up a bit. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: At the reception, maybe.

WES ANDERSON: Also while we there we found, Luke showed us his first manuscript of Fantastic Mr. Fox, which was on a yellow legal pad in pencil with drawings taped into it, and it had a different ending, which we ended up eventually using for the film.

NOAH BAUMBACH: That’s right, right. Did we have to get permission for that, or did we just do it?

WES ANDERSON: I think we can just do it. I know that there was another thing that we stole from a different Dahl book, the blueberries thing, remember, was from Danny, Champion of the World, and that you can’t do, (laughter) in fact, because I heard from the Dahl attorneys in a certain point in the process, and we’d already shot it, so I had to beg them to let us keep it in there.

NOAH BAUMBACH: You don’t say credit, like the blueberry scene inspired by—

WES ANDERSON: I think the idea was to sort of keep it quiet.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Uh-huh.
(laughter)
NOAH BAUMBACH: I feel like, at least from, between Bottle Rocket and now, stealing things is harder now than it used to be.

WES ANDERSON: That’s interesting, that’s an interesting point. Strangely, I know exactly what you mean. You know what, let’s just speak freely. I’m thinking during Life Aquatic, there were some real legal issues.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Total clustercuss, it was a disaster.

WES ANDERSON: Life Aquatic, some people may have picked up on the idea that Life Aquatic was inspired by Jacques Cousteau, (laughter) that certain aspects of the story came from his life and works.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I can see that.

WES ANDERSON: In fact, there are people in red hats here tonight, that actually comes from that. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: What’s interesting is that movie did not do well at the time but has grown quite a cult following.

WES ANDERSON: The film was made with Touchstone, which is a part of Disney, and you know after we’d shot the film, they picked up on this somehow, and it became a gigantic issue, because the problem was that they wanted to—they didn’t feel that we could release the film with this glaring legal lapse, but they also didn’t want to call it to the attention of the Jacques Cousteau family, so it left us at an awkward impasse, how to proceed. And finally they just said, they pulled together two hundred thousand dollars or something and they called the Jacques Cousteau family and said, “We would like to give two hundred thousand dollars not to sue us if you think this is illegal.” (laughter) And they watched the film, and they agreed to the settlement but with an interesting credit, which their lawyers specified. In French, may be something in translation, maybe in the original French it was better, but it struck me as peculiar when the titles came back from Pacific Optical and it says, “The filmmakers wish to express their gratitude and thanks to the Jacques Cousteau Society and the Cousteau family, who were in no way involved with the making of this film.” (laughter) That’s a true story. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: We had to change some lines, too.

WES ANDERSON: We had to change a font. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: I had to do a think in after in Margot after the negative had been cut, and the movie was done. This story isn’t as funny as yours, I’ll just start with that, but it was involved a kid saying to his mother. The mother was complaining about her sister being involved in what she didn’t sort of think were serious forms of mysticism and she said something about being involved in cults, in things like cults, and she said, like the Forum, and the kid said, “What’s the Forum,” no, that’s what she said, “she was in the Forum,” the kid say’s “What’s the Forum?” And she says, “It’s like a cult,” and then the kid says, “She was in a cult?” The Forum had no idea about this, but if they found out and knew that Paramount had been seeing this and not done anything, I guess they were more liable to be sued. So we had to—

WES ANDERSON: Screen it for the Forum?

NOAH BAUMBACH: No, they don’t have you screen it for the Forum. The Forum I guess is just generally litigious, even if a fictional character is making a judgment that it’s like a cult, you couldn’t do that. But if you made—I think if we had done that in Squid and the Whale, we would have gotten away with it, because they would have bought it after the fact, and then they don’t make you change those things generally.

WES ANDERSON: That’s right, it’s legal departments. By the way, that thing of the Forum being especially litigious. Disney is supposed to be the most litigious legal department in the world, so I also think that could inform their point of view about these things.

NOAH BAUMBACH: It’s also just that these all these things are now just so corporate owned, that you—it’s harder to sneak these things by them, because there are people who watch your dailies, and they go through everything.

WES ANDERSON: We really have taken a direction here.

(laughter)
NOAH BAUMBACH: So, you loved this book as a child, Wes. (laughter) It was the first book you’ve ever read or you remember owning, that’s what you’ve been telling the press, anyway.

WES ANDERSON: You read that? (laughter) That’s one of the things I say. I think that it’s very possibly true. (laughter) I know that I do remember getting it. I was thinking go to a clip.

(applause)
WES ANDERSON: You know, that’s something we could bring up. Those characters are not in the book. Do you remember where they came from? I’m just trying to provoke dialogue.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Kristofferson? 

WES ANDERSON: Because I don’t.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I don’t, either. I mean, I remember. He doesn’t have kids in the book.

WES ANDERSON: He has kids, he has several cubs, 

NOAH BAUMBACH: “My darlings.” 

WES ANDERSON: My darlings, yes. They don’t have individual names or identities, but there’s a group of children… 

NOAH BAUMBACH: and we made a choice to have an only child—

WES ANDERSON: And then having a visiting cousin named Kristofferson. 

I’m not sure exactly what the process was. Definitely Kristofferson is a reference to Kris Kristofferson, if anyone’s wondering that. I don’t know exactly why.

NOAH BAUMBACH: For no reason except that we like Kris Kristofferson.

WES ANDERSON: I think there’s something very positive about that name.

NOAH BAUMBACH: It also used to be that you could have that on like A Star is Born, it’d be like Streisand and Kristofferson. It just sounds strong. 

WES ANDERSON: It would work well in lights.

NOAH BAUMBACH: And the first record is called Kristofferson, isn’t it?

WES ANDERSON: Is it?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I think, it’s his first record.

WES ANDERSON: Is it the one in Taxi Driver?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I don’t know, oh the one he gets for her.

WES ANDERSON: The one he gets for her.

NOAH BAUMBACH: That’s a good question, I can’t remember if he gets her the first one, or one of the ones after.

WES ANDERSON: I know it’s the one where he says, “partly truth, partly fiction, a walking contradiction.”

NOAH BAUMBACH: I think it must be the first one. The first one is sort of the classic, it’s a great record.

WES ANDERSON: I was having this conversation with someone the other day about how Taxi Driver really hits a nerve, I don’t know if it’s more with men than women, but people who are around, our peers, I feel like Taxi Driver is very beloved.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Do you fall into that, do you feel like you love it love it?

WES ANDERSON: I kind of do. I feel like, I mean, it’s one of those movies where, you know, Owen and I just could sort of communicate via lines from Taxi Driver over the course of a day. That’s an awful thing to have to admit. (laughter) But it’s just some reason—did you, what’s a film, if that one didn’t, I felt like Taxi Driver and Drugstore Cowboy for a period of time to us were two of the key things.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Wasn’t the early Bottle Rocket ideas were more in that vein, or more of the Mean Streets—

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, you’re probably right. It is the thing where whatever the thing you’re working on becomes, you know, that’s the thing you’re most interested in and anything related to that.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I definitely feel that way about Taxi Driver—I saw Taxi Driver again recently and I was thinking for a movie that’s such a classic, it’s totally crazy. I mean, in the greatest way. It’s maybe one of the craziest classic movies, you know, that would make like the IMDB list.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, 

NOAH BAUMBACH: Next to Shawshank and other classics. 

WES ANDERSON: Not as high as Shawshank. But also that movie was a hit. I think Taxi Driver, like in today’s dollars, I think Taxi Driver is like a movie that made 120 million or something. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: Really?

WES ANDERSON: Well, it made like forty or something.

NOAH BAUMBACH: And now it would be something that Think Film would be putting it out if they were still around.

WES ANDERSON: Are they not? Well, what are some films that you think of as your—is this too broad of a question, what are some of your key movies? 

NOAH BAUMBACH: Well, we share a lot of them, but I feel like there’s that thing about movies, that you, sort of depends when you saw them. I was talking about like with Bond films with somebody the other day, because I saw the Spy Who Loved Me at the perfect time, and I bought the car that went underwater—

WES ANDERSON: I know the one. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: Because you could also get the Aston Martin that ejected, the Goldfinger.

WES ANDERSON: But that would probably be sort of rusted with the paint coming off and this you got new.

NOAH BAUMBACH: And I always thought that the guy who ejected was James Bond, but of course it’s not, he’s driving, because it would make sense to eject the other guy, not to just throw yourself out of the car. (laughter) But I think I see that with people with Woody Allen movies and with Bond movies. It’s like there are ones, depending on when you lived you have that feeling like “Oh, they’ve jumped the shark at this point,” and then for other people who are younger or older, it’s a different group of them. Spy Who Loved Me, I don’t know whether that’s a great one or not.

WES ANDERSON: That’s not one that gets revisited as much. And certainly I grew up thinking Roger Moore was the best Bond, that was what I—it was only at a certain point that I picked up on Sean Connery’s supposed to be better.

(laughter)

NOAH BAUMBACH: I knew Sean Connery—I went around saying “Sean Connery’s better” not having seen any of the Sean Connery. (laughter) And then when I saw them, I was kind of surprised, and it was harder to—because he wore like a hat in Dr. No, which was weird.

WES ANDERSON: Not part of the look at all.

NOAH BAUMBACH: No, it was not how I imagined Bond. A thing that I’m really genuinely interested in, and I don’t want what you’re telling the press version. But is—something that we talked about a little bit is, how working on an animated movie, because of the nature of how long it takes and that you can actually audition scenes in an Animatic, and you can talk about what that is, and how that—you can—it sort of changes sort of in some ways, I think, how we’ve always thought about making movies. Like, that you—I think that we sort of have this idea, you try to get the script as great as you get it, and then you go and you make that script with these people, and, you know, you modify if you have to, but pretty much you want to stick to—you assume you knew better sitting in the room.

WES ANDERSON: There is one thing, a couple things. The process of making this movie was so peculiar and it took quite a lot of time just to figure out “How am I going to go about it?” I kind of thought that I was going to prepare the movie, you know, the script, and the sets, and, you know, work on the puppets and all that kind of stuff and then we would just hand it over. That we would record the voices and edit it with storyboards and draw the shots, and then it would just be handed over to a team of animators and they would a year later give me the finished film. (laughter) And I would just put in an order for one movie like this, and that was not the process at all in any way. It was the most involving, time-consuming filmmaking process I’ve ever experienced, and it was—because with a live-action movie, your day is, as you know, “we need to try to do these shots,” and you get there and you spend the whole day saying, “Okay, let’s do it,” “Oh, great,” and then you’re on to the next one and then the sun goes down or whatever your time limit is, and it’s a sequential race through the day. 

And with this kind of movie, at the most we had thirty units going on at once, so on my computer I had this computer system that we used where I could look through each camera on the set, and I would get a call from Jeremy, our producer, who would say, “on Unit—can you please go to Unit 12A?” or whatever it is—it was never just 12, I don’t know why—and I would go to that and see it and try to figure out that problem and talk to our—talk to our director of animation or an animator and send e-mails and we’d deal with that and then go over to this and then go over to the next one that’s happening. And the course of the day was bouncing back and forth among all of these things that are happening incredibly slowly and it’s sort of the opposite, you know, of a live-action one. 

And at the same time, a whole team of people designing the next sets, because there is no set if you don’t build it, and it’s maybe the size of this table, and people—and we’re still editing the voices and drawing shots and all these things, so it’s just a very—it’s a different process of just bouncing back and forth between tasks slowly through the day. But one thing that I feel like that I got from it. In the last movie that I did with—in The Darjeeling Limited—we had this river scene, like a kind of action sort of thing, or you know, and I felt like, you know, I felt like our river wasn’t big enough, we didn’t get the right river in the first place, and I wasn’t—and, you know, when we were editing it, I struggled with it, and, you know, we figured it out, but I sort of—

NOAH BAUMBACH: I remember you telling me actually that you were worried about it, and then when I saw it, I didn’t even know what you had done.

WES ANDERSON: Well, we cut out most of it, that was one of the solutions. But I feel like if I was to—in that position now, I would have done an Animatic, we would have drawn the scene, planned it out, I feel like Spielberg, who frankly could have done this river scene without any preparation whatsoever, I feel, but when he does action scenes I think he does draw them and plan them, and—

NOAH BAUMBACH: Do people know what an Animatic is?

WES ANDERSON: An Animatic is a version of the storyboards that you kind of film, and, you know, you can have camera moves, and you can have sound on it, and it’s a—a sketch version of the movie.

NOAH BAUMBACH: When I first saw the movie, I saw a combination of what you had shot, maybe half was what you had shot, and then the rest would be drawings, moving drawings.

WES ANDERSON: And the process of making the movie, once you start shooting, is you’re just slowly over a year, replacing one shot—Animatic shot—at a time with something that’s been actually animated.

NOAH BAUMBACH: But then you can change—because also the movie feels very much—I mean, it’s filmed very much like your other movies, even though it’s animated, you could change, I suppose, if you wanted to shoot coverage—I mean, how does coverage work in an animated—

WES ANDERSON: That’s interesting—because—You probably know that and are trying to get me to say the thing, which now occurs to me. I’ve often on live-action films felt like I should have shot the close-up. You know, I often like to stage the thing, and, you know, there are definitely spots where I’d say, “it would be great if we had a close-up and I don’t know if we could make it back to Rajasthan to do that,” and the—and with an animated movie you can shoot the scene however you want, and if you need a close-up you can draw it and cut it in and test it and say “You know, well, here’s what’s wrong with the close-up, but if we had this version of it,” you can practice it, and I feel like it’s a good. What it is is it’s the chance to really see what it would be like if you did it the other way and then you can do it, so that was a—and also seeing some things like that work where I got to rethink it and not do—what you, how you described the way we would normally work, which is to just, you know, kind of launch into it with our instincts. Instead, to see what would happen if I had done it a bit differently, I think that will affect how I—you know, the next time I’m doing a live-action movie I feel like I’m going to have some of these things in mind.

NOAH BAUMBACH: How much did you storyboard the other movies?

WES ANDERSON: A lot, but I never looked at anything in time, always just, you know, drawings and I never—

NOAH BAUMBACH: So you’re still guessing that this—it’s based on a feeling that these things are going to go together, as opposed to actually experiencing it.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, exactly. And you know, usually, if you draw it and you check it out you have a pretty good sense, but sometimes with the action shots—do you ever draw the shots before you shoot?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I sometimes have tried to draw the shots. I more write them out and describe them now, because I can’t draw well enough that I—I get too hung up on that. If it’s something a little more involved, I’ll draw it, but do you feel this way? Sometimes it’s good—in some ways it’s nice not to know. It’s like to go—that you want to go on feeling. You could test this out more. You could do it on video, you could do it—

WES ANDERSON: Well, I used to feel completely—I don’t want to test it—the day, we’re going to do it, and it’s going to really happen, and then you know, that’s how I always felt, but then I had times when it just didn’t—

NOAH BAUMBACH: Then you’ve become a professional. It’s interesting, though, because it’s—I think you’re right. It’s certain scenes need it, maybe would benefit more than others, but if you don’t write action scenes into your movies, it protects you.

WES ANDERSON: Well, Margot, I think. I feel like I would like to do a movie like Margot at the Wedding, I really loved that movie and I envied—watching the movie I envied the process of making that movie is you have your story and your group of actors and you go to one place essentially and play the whole—move around this house and outside and around and into the town, but it’s much more contained. It’s been such a long time since I’ve done a film, you know, that had—where it was that focused in that way.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I always like those movies that take place either in one setting or one night, there’s something that’s sort of contained in a way, it’s also probably good to give yourself those rules, I mean, it can be, to start off and say this is sort of After Hours– type movies or Something Wild, there was that genre in the eighties, which I liked a lot of those movies that sort of all were like people—ordinary people taken on an adventure but it’s all one night or one—thing.

WES ANDERSON: I think there’s a Bruce Willis one.

NOAH BAUMBACH: There’s a Blake Edwards/Bruce Willis one. Blind Date.

WES ANDERSON: That’s it. I feel like there aren’t that many people who would have come back with Blake Edwards/Blind Date that fast or at all.

(laughter)

NOAH BAUMBACH: And you know probably not that many people in the audience who really give a shit. (laughter) I should have saved that revelation for dinner.

WES ANDERSON: Okay, what next?

(laughter)
NOAH BAUMBACH: Do you want to talk about sort of—maybe we should talk more about this sort of process of adapting, because this is something I don’t think either of us had really done, we hadn’t done it together, certainly, but you hadn’t done it before this.

WES ANDERSON: I hadn’t done it. Had you—what had you adapted?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I had adapted a book once, I’ve adapted since this, but I had adapted a book once before, but it wasn’t something I was going to make. Did you feel in any kind of conscious way that you wanted to do something sort of outside yourself, or I mean, kind of outside, even though this feels very much like inside yourself.

WES ANDERSON: I don’t recall deciding to do this movie. I’ve been trying to remember, because people have asked me, but I just don’t have any recollection of it at all, I know, I think I had an idea to do a stop-motion film and the idea of doing this book sort of together, I’d had this copy of the book, you know, that I got as a child, one of those books I’d never put it away in a box, it’s on my shelves in New York, I’ve had it with me, but I feel like any version of trying to answer why this happened or anything is just me trying to come up with some rap about it—and I actually have no idea—

NOAH BAUMBACH: But given that you did, was it—did it feel different to you in a way to do something that you were had to tell a story that you didn’t—even though, really the book is the middle of the movie.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah. Well, I remember, you know, we had this section to do at the front, and I don’t think we’d even particularly thought about what was going to happen. We had this sort of thing we needed right at the beginning and then I remember—we wrote at Gypsy, we did some preparing, we wrote some at Gypsy House, we wrote in Paris, I remember when we segued into the part—we had the part that we’d added at the front and then when we segued into the book, I thought, I was kind of thinking, “Now we need to work on this part—and what are we going to do here, well, let’s see what he did in the book.” That was really great, somebody already wrote this. 

(laughter)

NOAH BAUMBACH: It didn’t even occur to us. Do you remember, actually I was just thinking when you saying that, do you remember when we were—it was actually we were driving from Great Missenden, which is where the Dahl house is and we it’s where we came up I think with the whole Rat thing. There’s the fight with Rat.

WES ANDERSON: Yes, yes. I remember. Well, first I remember something that’s not in the film, but we had in the Animatic version—that was a good bit, I actually think it probably should have been in there.

NOAH BAUMBACH: The wristwatch.

WES ANDERSON: The wristwatch. Yes. This was—I’ll be indiscreet, I suppose. I remember being at a rehearsal of a concert in Central Park and I think Sheryl Crow was in charge of the concert, and she had gotten Eric Clapton and Keith Richards both there, and they apparently hadn’t spoken in thirty-five years or something, but had been best friends in high school, when they were sixteen or something, and there had been something—people may know, some falling-out over a girl. And during this rehearsal I was watching and they were doing their thing and then something happens, one says something to the other. There’s a moment of people looking around uncomfortably, and then Keith Richards walks away from him across the stage and turns back and says, “I’ve still got the watch,” and Eric Clapton said, “What?” “I’ve still got it, she never asked for it back.” Which, by the way he had nothing, I think he had earrings wrapped around his hands. I saw that moment, I was like, “What was that? That was interesting. That was real.”

NOAH BAUMBACH: Which is a sort of lot of our writing together, is sitting around until a story like that, you say, “You know what I saw?” And you tell that story, and then there’s no imagination beyond that except “let’s put those lines into the animals’ mouths.” The rat has a watch and we had a whole thing where the rat—I don’t know if people have said the movie—that the rat who is Fox’s nemesis has the watch and the rat says, “I’ve still got it,” right?

WES ANDERSON: The rat says, “I’ve still got it.”

NOAH BAUMBACH: “She never asked for it back.”

WES ANDERSON: “She never asked for it back.” (laughter) Actually part of the problem was that actually we wanted that in there so it introduced this sort of undercurrent, had the rat had some kind of affair with Mr. Fox’s wife? (laughter) And I don’t know if it was worth it, you know. It’s confusing. But then the thing—we did do that and then eventually I think. Then he does have a calculator wristwatch, which, you know, if you’re watching, you might say it’s a bit—is there something we’re missing about the watch, you almost might sense that there’s something that’s been removed.

NOAH BAUMBACH: The watch is showed more than you would show—

WES ANDERSON: Yes, it’s a bit displayed. But I remember that car ride from Gypsy House, that’s what you were talking about. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: Right, right. And we were trying to figure out the rat’s death, and I think we put in the whole wristwatch thing in that car ride and then we had the idea that when the rat died his eyes just turned to Xs and the driver, I remember—

WES ANDERSON: We were talking the scene out in the car, and it’s sort of like a meta-death scene, I’m not sure exactly what it’s—it’s operating on some level I couldn’t quite put my finger on, but I like it. I like that level.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Which is when people say, “But will kids like this movie?” Probably if they had heard us talking about a meta-death scene, they probably would have canned the whole idea right then and there.

WES ANDERSON: But I do remember we were acting the scene out in the car.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Pixar doesn’t do a meta-death scene, do they?

WES ANDERSON: No, they just—I don’t think they die at all.

NOAH BAUMBACH: No, they don’t die.

WES ANDERSON: Anyway, the driver in the car. Do you remember that?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I—only that he liked the idea, and then we started pitching him. It became one of those things where were like trying to amuse the driver, you know it was almost like this thing where we were trying to like, it’s like a way to motivate ourselves to impress one another but try to get a laugh out of Graham or whoever.

WES ANDERSON: Because I remember we had a line, “He redeems,” they die, they saying, “he redeemed himself,” but he said very sadly, “but in the end he’s just another dead rat in the garbage pail behind a Chinese restaurant,” and the driver was like, and we were like, “Do you like that?”

NOAH BAUMBACH: “I do like that.”

WES ANDERSON: You know, he got pretty into it. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: I remember him saying it in a way that I felt like we really were just amusing him, that there was nothing universal about this. It was, “Yes, I really like this, and I am thrilled that you two guys are going to put this in a movie.”

WES ANDERSON: “And I’ll be the only one laughing.”

NOAH BAUMBACH: But it is good and it is good in the movie. Should we look at another clip maybe?

WES ANDERSON: Yes.

(clip plays)

WES ANDERSON: That’s interesting, because that’s the example of—when you were saying it’s shot, I feel like we kind of shot it the way we would have done a live-action movie, or I would have envisioned doing a live-action movie. That’s the kind of shot that in live action that would have been done a great day’s work, and, you know, we’d get it all set up and do it, but when it becomes animated, they don’t normally do it like that because it takes two months—that’s what it took to shoot that shot, is two months, just a long take like that with that many puppets and the camera’s moving the whole time, and it’s an endless thing, but that one was animated by a guy named Mark Waring, who’s the supervising animator of the film and I don’t want to say the best animator, but as experienced as any animator, to me it just seems like this natural performance. He’s performing every character in a different way. The way Jason Schwartzman’s character moves is so different from the way, the one Kristofferson, who Eric is playing—

NOAH BAUMBACH: So would you go through with him the ways you want them to move, and how much is based on the actor and how much is based on sort of—

WES ANDERSON: I think the vocal performance is the first inspiration for the animator and then we have tests that we’ve done with each character so he knows that you know this one character is very upright, he’s very polite and the other one is—he has a different attitude, but he has all those but any two animators could take all these detailed instructions and come back with such different interpretations, so much depends on the animator, and somehow he’s just juggling, because it’s not just executing these things and making these movements, it’s somehow taking all this and making it seem spontaneous over the course of seven and a half weeks and making these puppets seem like they’re really alive. And if you’ve seen it not work, if you’ve seen how it can take a detour and not work, the more you know about it, from my experience, the more you know about it, the more you are in awe or, you know, at least it’s a mystery—how these animators have a special kind of talent that I don’t, really understand and, you know, it’s a great thing working with them. Each one, their personality comes through in it.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Do you think if you’d known more like about how long these things take, or how difficult it would be to shoot it so much more cinematically that way, would you not have done—do you think in some ways not knowing made it better because you could sort of design it the way you wanted it?

WES ANDERSON: I think, for one thing, not knowing meant that I was going into it as somebody who’s—you know, both of us having—now being forty, have made several movies, we’ve been through the whole experience of, we sort of know how to—that there are a lot of people who say, “no, we shouldn’t do it this way,” and that you can kind of just—you absorb that and you ignore it or get something out of it or whatever it is, but we are definitely used to kind of getting everybody together and doing it the way we’d like to do it, and I feel like making an animated film having developed that attitude in myself results in something different, I mean at least different from maybe, maybe a bit different from a animated film from somebody who came up doing animation, for what that’s worth.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I think that’s an interesting thing. You and I have talked about this a lot, and I think, at least my impression of you is that you, like when I made Kicking and Screaming, which is my first movie, which is the same year you made Bottle Rocket, we didn’t know each other then. I feel like I look back at that movie, and I did a lot of things in that movie because I was told that was the way you do it, because I’d never—I’d never—I hadn’t, you know, been to film school, I didn’t do it in sort of the same way—you and I in some ways came to it similarly in totally different areas, but, you know, I did things like looping that I wouldn’t have done. The way that we cut it, I let the editor cut it first, and then I went it, and I really—it took me even a couple movies to kind of learn, you know, you don’t have to actually do it this way. I was really impressed, at least it’s my fantasy of you—you might be able to—I’m sure you have examples where you did things you wish you hadn’t, but you knew immediately, “no, no, no, I’m not going to do it like that, I want to do it this way.”

WES ANDERSON: Yes, well—I think I—you mean doing Bottle Rocket?

NOAH BAUMBACH: Doing Bottle Rocket, yeah.

WES ANDERSON: That’s the funny thing. I feel like I was never more confident in my life than when we made that film and never less confident then when we screened it. (laughter) The first time we screened it was Part Two of my life. Because up till that point, my attitude was, “Just wait till they see this.” (laughter) And a lot of people were—does this story hold together, or are people going to understand why these boys are acting like this and everything. “I think they’re going to understand. It’s pretty funny.” (laughter) And then we screened it, you know, you’ve heard me tell this many times I suppose, but may we relive it?—and we screened it in Santa Monica at the AMC 17 or something like that on the Third Street promenade.

NOAH BAUMBACH: For an audience.

WES ANDERSON: For an audience of four hundred people. And as the reels unspooled, during the thing—I watched—I was sitting in the back row with all the studio executives and everybody and I began to see people leaving. They were leaving in groups. People don’t go to the bathroom in groups. (laughter) They’re not coming back. You know, they take their coats. (laughter) It became really excruciating. At a certain point I left. I tried to be very discreet about it, because you don’t want to add to the exodus feeling, but I also couldn’t take it, and I watched. I went up to the projection booth and watched and they just left all through the film and it was really a miserable thing and—but I remember there was afterwards we had the audience cards, the reactions, and they just, you know, S-U-C-K-D. (laughter) That’s the sort of thing you get—and a lot of things were “favorite whatever”: “none.” One after another. 

But I remember that we going through it, you know, and we’re kind of analyzing. Everyone’s feeling bad for me that I won’t be able to do this with my life. (laughter) And then I remember I got one of these and it was like an outline of a dissertation. This girl had sat there a lot longer than everybody else and she’d written a whole thing and she quoted things and she said this stuff and I was like, “This is our audience!” Literally, there was one positive thing. And I didn’t get this—“She’s getting everything.” A few years later, several years later, like six years later, I was at like some kind of function, and this girl—some kind of film thing, or DGA thing, or something and this girl was—introduced herself to me and said, “I was at your screening in Santa Monica.” “I know who you are. I know exactly who you are.” And she was uncomfortable, she wasn’t sure what I was talking about, “No, no, no, I know you.” (laughter)
NOAH BAUMBACH: I remember with the Kicking and Screaming movie sort of like—did you did this with Bottle Rocket, where you like go. I mean, I still do this, where you follow the movie around, you go to a lot of like art house theaters, some of them are like clubs.

WES ANDERSON: You mean when the movie’s opening?

NOAH BAUMBACH: And also if the movie is being platformed and then you’re three weeks after you’ve already experienced it once you’re doing it again and seeing what is the feeling in the room. I don’t think it’s there—in Washington, D.C., the Key Theater, which used to be there, it’s like a group of people go, they’re subscribers, they go to—and so the guy who ran the series had me waiting outside very proudly as the people filed out and this woman came out and said to him, “That was the worst movie you’ve ever showed us,” and she was so—she just hated it and she went on and on—it was just so, I was more embarrassed for him in a way that I was for myself, and she then turned to me and said, “What did you think?” (laughter) And this is a moment I wish I could have over, says a lot about me. I said, “It was all right.” (laughter) I couldn’t even commit one way or the other. But that stuff’s painful, you know. 

WES ANDERSON: It does stick with you. You’ve relived that moment over the years.

NOAH BAUMBACH: But I think, I remember. We’re—Peter Bogdanovich, who is, who was, in some ways we have a sort of a thing with him, he’s our surrogate dad, he calls us his sons, and we, but we’ve known him now for a long time, and we met him separately and then kind of became friends and then brought him in so we have this whole thing, but he I remember him saying we went to see a movie at MOMA together—one of his movies, Saint Jack, I think, at MOMA together, and he was telling me a story of this sort of same idea his mother had been at a movie of his that hadn’t done well, I can’t remember which one it was, and she said something like, “well, I met one person who really liked it,” He sort of, he said at the time, he was sort of like “Mom, you don’t understand,” and then he was saying now he was thinking, “No, I think actually one person is enough,” I mean if they really get it and love it.

WES ANDERSON: Certainly one person can be a very meaningful thing. I shouldn’t even mention this. I’m trying not to think about it. I had an interview in Chicago the other day with a reporter who just hates everything I’ve ever had anything to do with. It was very clear. Every question was negative and I realized how personal—how personally we take, these things are like, I didn’t quite say to him that I didn’t quite express to him that I cannot have an objective conversation about the—my response to things people don’t like about my work, it’s just, it’s too personal. It did say to him “If I were Oliver Stone, you would have a broken jaw by now. (laughter) You’re just lucky it’s just me.”

NOAH BAUMBACH: That’s a good meta-way to punch somebody. (laughter) The world we live in that we’ve occupied somehow. I think that’s—do you have a thing where like you have an interview with someone who claim they like the movie but then quotes all the negative things and asks you to—

WES ANDERSON: Yes, I know. “How do you respond to people who say . . .” is not the way to start the question. That’s a very dangerous ground, yes. Do you think we should take some—on that note—

NOAH BAUMBACH: Some questions, yeah. Now that they know how thin-skinned we are.

WES ANDERSON: I think we’ve set it up properly. Does anybody have any questions? You have to go to the microphone—

NOAH BAUMBACH: You have to walk to the microphone and look right at us.

Q: So I was reading your profile in the New Yorker two weeks ago or whenever that was—and I was curious. In it, Bill Murray, in addition to complimenting you, mentioned that there had been a lack of funding on Rushmore and that he had written you a check to complete the film. And I was wondering what that scene was that he gave you a check to complete.

WES ANDERSON: That’s a good one. That’s funny, because yes—in the script we had a helicopter. His character—in the course of—Jason Schwartzman’s character has done some fund-raising with Bill Murray’s character and he helicopters onto the field, they’re building a natatorium, they’re planning to build a natatorium behind the school—and he helicopter in and lands and all the students gather around and I think he gets in the helicopter with Bill Murray and takes off and this whole thing—it was a scene of a kid who manages to get picked up in a helicopter. And we were over schedule—not, you know, by two days or something, and Bill Murray gave me a blank check, you know, and said, “Do the helicopter scene,” and I now realize I just stupidly didn’t take the money. I mean, I have the check still, but that’s just a memento, but at the time I thought I can’t do it, but he actually had done the movie for—I think he was paid like nine thousand—I think he made money eventually, but he just did it for—he said, I will take—he did it for less money than we were prepared to ask him to take, you know, we didn’t feel comfortable—so he was really almost like a producer at that point and we had a great time.

Q: Cool. Thanks very much.

WES ANDERSON: Thank you.

Q: I really enjoy the deadpan in both your movies and this kind of relates back to something you were talking about earlier when you mentioning the difficulties with bringing the animation alive in Fox and I think a lot of the success in your deadpan is in the reaction shots, in particular the facial subtleties, and when I first saw the trailer of Fox, the first thing that jumped out at me is I was wondering how difficult it must be to capture those subtleties and succeed in that humor when you’re tasked with bringing those subtleties to your animated characters, your stop-motion characters. Is that something you were mindful of when you were making this, and do you think that you achieved what you wanted?

WES ANDERSON: Okay, that’s good. I think, you know, one—well, an interesting—I sort of thought, I think we were both kind of aware of this and when we were writing this, we were writing—we weren’t writing—well, like that scene we just saw where they’re talking and he’s saying, “Was I just mean to her? I’ll say something.” It has little asides and I think our goal was to have naturalistic behavior, like puppets acting like sort of documentary performances from puppets and the I think that, the way—the key technique I found for doing that was making little videos that I could send to the animators where something that you can’t quite describe it in words, some sort of reaction, you know, that you just couldn’t describe, we could share those and they could send me images back, and, you know, we could have a kind of dialogue just performing for each other.

NOAH BAUMBACH: So you would do videos of yourself.

WES ANDERSON: I would do videos of myself, yeah, unfortunately most of them in my pajamas, because usually it’s sort of an emergency and they need me to give the thing I want right away, and it’s embarrassing to e-mail yourself acting out an animal in the morning in your pajamas to a large group of people in England.

(laughter)

NOAH BAUMBACH: Do you worry that these things will turn up on YouTube?

WES ANDERSON: I have worried, significantly, yeah, it would be one of the deepest humiliations that I can imagine, (laughter) if these things start to get out there, not that anybody would care, but I would.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I remember when we were writing, we had sort of the flip side of that. ’Cause one thing was to treat the asides and things to make it very human and to put it in puppet animals and the other thing was things that maybe wouldn’t necessarily play with humans that we thought would be funny, because we would say, like, talking about—he talks about Kylie, and he’s a little like this, and I remember us just cracking up at the idea of a puppet making that gesture. And so in those cases, that probably wouldn’t have made it into a—might not have made it into a live-action.

WES ANDERSON: Right, yeah, it wouldn’t be worth it.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Although by the reaction we got here, we should think about that more often.

WES ANDERSON: Do you remember where Kylie came from?

NOAH BAUMBACH: It was your—was it your real estate guy?

WES ANDERSON: It was the guy who was living in the apartment I bought. When I went with the real estate agent to the apartment, there was the guy who was the handyman of the person who was selling the apartment and who was living there, and then after I—and he was exactly as we’ve portrayed him, I feel. And after—six months after I bought the apartment and was kind of still trying to figure out how to do the renovation, I realized that he was still there, (laughter) he was still living there. I thought he was just doing little odd jobs, and that’s why I would run into him, but no, he was still living there.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I was just thinking like this is sort of how things get into the scripts, but in Life Aquatic, we had both recently bought apartments and you had to have a structural engineer come. This is how much time we were spending together, that his name would somehow enter the conversation. You said, I think his name was Larry Ubell, and I said, “I had Larry Ubell do my structural—” totally boring even for us then but then we made Bud Cort’s character Bill Ubell the bond company stooge.

WES ANDERSON: And the thing, you know, every movie after that that I’ve done. At that time, all the movies I’d done were studio movies, they’re not bonded, since then my movies are bonded and they like that bond company stooge. The bond company people seem to like it. Bud Cort spent time with the bond company people—

NOAH BAUMBACH: With my bond company stooge on Squid. 

WES ANDERSON: The woman. What’s her name?

NOAH BAUMBACH: Maureen.

WES ANDERSON: Maureen, yes.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Yeah, she was a good bond company stooge.

WES ANDERSON: The best.

Q: Thank you. 

Q: Now that we’re all such good friends here, could you tell us the poem, the pornographic poem? 

WES ANDERSON: Oh, God, can I tell it to you and you tell them?

(applause)

NOAH BAUMBACH: I think it would be good if you do it.

WES ANDERSON: Do you remember it?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I don’t remember it.

WES ANDERSON: I can say it. “What she needs is a belly full of hot cock.”

(laughter)
WES ANDERSON: That was it. That was the sentence he showed us on the paper, we’re like, “Wow.” I am never going to forget that.

(laughter)

NOAH BAUMBACH: I did forget it, but I think I blocked it. Well, we should have put that in the movie because we could have, “what she needs is a belly full of hot cuss.” ’Cause, if you haven’t seen the movie, we did this thing to be able to curse in a kids’ movie, we came up with our own way was to use “cuss” as a curse, as an actual curseword.

WES ANDERSON: I think there are places where the context would still cross the line and that might be one of them. That might be one of them.

(laughter)

NOAH BAUMBACH: We had one that I think you had to take out, where the badger’s going to give a toast and then Mr. Fox interrupts him, and then Badger says, “Foxy cussblocked my toast.” (laughter) But that isn’t in the movie?

WES ANDERSON: You know, we didn’t have the guts.

Q: You were saying how that one last amazing shot took two months to make, and I’m wondering—I’m assuming that you were watching it being made, or you would check some seconds of footage so it wasn’t after two months that you noticed a minor mistake in it, would you be overly forgiving, would there be a way to go back and correct that mistake, or would you be, “Gee, I really don’t want to hurt the animators’ feelings and make them work like another three weeks.”

WES ANDERSON: The way it worked, is each day I would get—I would get the day’s, the dailies, which are each shot we’re working on up to that day plus whatever was done that day. So really, when you’re watching the dailies, you’re watching all the stuff you’ve seen and then the last seconds of each shot you say, “Well, what did we get today? Good.” You know, that’s what you hope for, great.

Q: Well, if it had to be redone, I guess they had the positions down correctly so it wouldn’t be that hard to—

WES ANDERSON: Well, with a shot like that, we’ve actually done a rehearsal of it, a series of rehearsals, we’ve filmed the shot several times without animating all the frames and all the poses, so we’ve done a lot of sort of practicing, and then when he finally settles into it, we just watch each day, and with one like this, you know, really, it’s—you know, for me, my mood for the night is how do I feel at the end of these dailies? And that was a shot where, you know, every night watching it grow was just very thrilling, you know, because it’s such a—it’s a big thing and with one of our best animators.

Q: Thank you.

WES ANDERSON: Thank you.

Q: I’m really interested in the idea of creative confidence and as it relates to the Bottle Rocket screening story, you know, I’m sure there’s a lot of pros and cons to being completely blindly confident or filtering everything, and I’ve heard you talk a lot about—actually, last time I asked you a question at one of these things—like how much you take out of just what affects you in real life, you know, like the watch—and, like, just to keep the question practical, like, how do you choose what to have faith in, and things that like really amuse you or really move you and then it could be crazy, it could be great.

WES ANDERSON: Yeah, that’s good. I like the issue of what are you confident in and you know, that’s sort of the—in some ways that ends up being the crux of it. What do you believe in, you know, enough to follow it through?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I feel in a way, your Bottle Rocket story, I mean, I feel that way with every movie, to some degree, like “Wait till they see this,” and then there’s no reaction that will match, you know, that—whatever that sort of fantasy parade in your head is, (laughter) you know, whatever the, you know, Rules of the Game is being and Citizen Kane, and whatever possible comparisons that they could—

WES ANDERSON: Not since . . . 

NOAH BAUMBACH: That, no matter what, I’ll have that thing if you see a review or something, some early review that’s even positive, but not as positive as you were hoping, and then later you’ll go back after you get some bad ones searching for that other one to see—“It was actually better than I gave it . . .”

WES ANDERSON: And your first reaction was, so it’s not possible that this is going to be considered a masterpiece? 

Q: Do you want to answer it? Is there an answer? I guess not?

WES ANDERSON: It’s a good question.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Do you think about—do you think about sort of—Are there things in—I guess with every movie we think like you feel more confident about certain aspects of it than others. 

WES ANDERSON: Well, you know that thing about screening—I feel like even after you’ve screened a movie a few times, still, if you’re going to sit through it again, it means you are going to torture yourself with how is this audience reacting, we got a much bigger laugh in Paramus for this line and, you know, you’re very attentive to it all the way through. It’s like a performance each time you screen it.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Right, and you totally project your own worst self-criticism into the people sitting in front of you—“who does he think he is?” There’s also I don’t know if you have this if a part of the movie ever sometimes where you think like, “we’ve made it through that.”

WES ANDERSON: Yes. There are always those things where you know when we get to this thing, we’re fine, so when we hit the scene, okay everything’s good for a minute here, for at least three and a minutes here, I know this works.

Q: Thanks a lot.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Do you want to tell that the screening with the kids in the front row?

WES ANDERSON: That was a funny thing. We screened the movie, an early version of Fantastic Mr. Fox, for some children in London and it was a bit—in a way it was a fun screening, but it was a bit ill-advised because most of the movie was drawings, and so they were watching an animated movie that had not yet been animated, but we just wanted to see how the story feels and afterwards there was a focus group and a couple of odd things happened.

NOAH BAUMBACH: Talk about the thing in the focus group where you sit behind.

WES ANDERSON: When you do a focus group, you know, they gather people in the front two rows and then you quietly slip in further back in the theater and the person interviews them—and the person interviews them, like a professional getting people to talker you know—they get the names, Kevin, Kevin, Steve, Steve. And they kind of get everybody going. 
NOAH BAUMBACH: What words? Okay, boring?

WES ANDERSON: Boring? What else? Funny! Funny. That’s sort of their method.

NOAH BAUMBACH: So it was boring and funny. What else was it?

WES ANDERSON: So this person was, so we were in that environment, but it was all children and there were, I remember, a couple of odd things. One was the ending; we hadn’t quite nailed the ending.

NOAH BAUMBACH: First, also your view, though.

WES ANDERSON: I’ll tell that one. First there was a maybe thirteen-year-old boy and two thirteen-year-old girls, English, this is in London and you know the ending. We had this thing at the end. We had a little motif that we ended up removing from the movie but, you know, where out of the blue Mr. Fox would say, in a good spirit, he would say, “Should we dance?” And they would all suddenly dance crazily, and it was a thing that we thought was really funny. It didn’t play. And I know I remember in that screening, you know the guy was saying, “The ending! Who liked it, didn’t like it? What did we say about the ending?” And one of the boys was saying, “I didn’t like this part of ‘should we dance,’ and it didn’t seem effective” and the two girls were like that, and I thought, “oh, they’d like it, they thought it was funny.” And the person said, “You—Annabelle, why are you laughing?” “Because it didn’t work!” She was like twelve and a half years old. 

And the other thing I remember there was one seat that appeared to be empty. All the children there, and there was no head, back of a head, but at a certain point in the thing, she, the person who was doing the talking, said, “And what did you think Hercules, what did you think?” And she’s pointing at the empty seat, and I hear (murmurs) sound and she said, “Are you all right? Are you all right? Are you crying? Are you all right? We’ll go to someone else.” And I realized how insane it is that I mean, there’s a little boy who’s now in a state of panic (laughter) at being called upon with nine Twentieth Century Fox executive sitting behind him and me really a bit peeved.

NOAH BAUMBACH: As things are going to be taken quite literally by the studio and brought to you as things that need to change about the movie.

WES ANDERSON: And I just realized that they were maybe for our focus group too young and too early in the process.

Q: I’m sixteen years old, and my whole life it’s been my dream since around 2004 to become a director. What would you suggest to someone my age to get into the business and all that stuff?

WES ANDERSON: The way I got into doing movies was by making a short. What did you do? Before Kicking and Screaming, had you filmed things?

NOAH BAUMBACH: Not really. I’d done some filming at school. We were right before the digital cameras became so sophisticated and I mean, were things that you could just pick up and shoot. I mean, when you shot a short, you had to shoot, it cost real money to make a short, I mean, it was not just a thing, that “we’ll get together every weekend with my camera.” Now you can really just make a movie, make a feature.

WES ANDERSON: The only thing now is—now—at that time also, there was no way to show the movie unless you got to a film festival.

NOAH BAUMBACH: We were also right on the cusp, I think, of like the sort of transparency or seeming transparency of what to do after you’ve made it, after you’ve made the movie or the thing you want to show. I remember I had some concept of like “independent versus studio” that was totally wrong. I didn’t know. I had this whole like—I would say it with such authority to people, “Oh, we’re either going to do it this way or this way,” and I just didn’t know what I was talking about.

WES ANDERSON: I was obsessed with this legal notion of a limited partnership.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I formed a limited partnership.

WES ANDERSON: You did. That’s where you like go to your dentist and you go to a dermatologist, and they each put in—

NOAH BAUMBACH: The Coens had done I guess like Blood Simple with dentists or something and you sort of would hear. I felt like I would collect like all the stories of like Soderbergh did it this way, and Spike Lee did it this way. 

WES ANDERSON: Those were the ones, they had those books.

NOAH BAUMBACH: They had their books, too, which were great books.

WES ANDERSON: I would say, Spike Lee, for me I don’t think that if I had not read—I was excited by the movie and then I read the book, and without that I don’t think it would have occurred to me that there was a way to go about this.

NOAH BAUMBACH: I know. That was a great book. I remember even like he just had an entry, “I’m going to run the titles—I’m going to run the crawl in the reverse order,” instead of going up, it’s going to go down, like Kiss Me Deadly. That he was thinking of all that stuff, like Spike Lee joined, he sort of like figured all this stuff out, it’s—

WES ANDERSON: All in the journal. 

NOAH BAUMBACH: I mean, those books are great if you can get ahold of them.

WES ANDERSON: Spike Lee’s Gotta Have It, that’s the one.

NOAH BAUMBACH: And Soderbergh’s got a Sex, Lies, and Videotape diary that’s really great.

Q: Thank you.

Q: Hello. I’m a film archivist here at NYPL, so this might not be the most original question, but it’s kind of my MO. How important or significant is it for you to create a tactile cinema, something that has to be physically manipulated either in front of the camera or in postproduction?

WES ANDERSON: Well, for this stop-motion, I think that was part of the whole idea of it was to do—I was interested and wanted to do stop-motion with fur, you know, puppets with fur. For whatever reason, the textures of puppets were what interested me kind of in the first place to do the movie, so it was the center of it, I guess.

Q: So, even now when digital houses are really excited about the fact that they’ve created digital fur, that the Lion King’s fur, the first film is very different from the latest. So it was still important for you to do something that was painstakingly hands-on?

WES ANDERSON: Yes, I mean, I think I’m not—for me, it was just, I am kind of interested in old-fashioned techniques, anyway, just in general, so I didn’t go through a process of comparing or anything like that, it was just kind of automatic.

NOAH BAUMBACH: This is something that we’ve talked about before, but I think is interesting is the whole digital—how digital—I feel like in a popular way people understand “Oh, they shot that movie digitally,” or “The red camera shoots movies,” but I feel like the whole digital intermediate thing, I mean, this is not—this goes away from tactile and animation, this is just talking about all movies now, maybe I’m saying something everybody knows, but I feel like—like I feel like film critics don’t even quite understand this. The way movies look now is changed, because everything now is scanned digitally and then put back on film, so even if you shoot on film, you scan it digitally, you color-correct it on a computer, and then you put it back on film, and so you’re going from film to digital to film, whereas you used to actually color-correct on film. And I tried to color-correct—I did color-correct Margot on film, and it was a nightmare—

WES ANDERSON: Because the best guys aren’t working on that.

NOAH BAUMBACH: They’re not doing it anymore, so even trying to do something old-fashioned was sort of pointless in that instance.

WES ANDERSON: Another thing about digital intermediate. Now, we’re so comfortable—we’re not big technology guys, I think. But nevertheless editing has changed so much, because you know if it’s going to be digital anyway, you can split screen and you can take out this thing here and you know that you can manipulate things a bit, in a way that was just totally unheard of before. Before, if the boom went in the shot a little bit, it was kind of a disaster and we might have to lay out fifteen thousand dollars or something to remove it and now it’s, you know, just part of the process. 

And I’m wondering how long we’ve been doing this. Is this like one of those things where everybody is like, “I cannot believe they’re still sitting up there.” Are we on about the right time frame, or is somebody in a position of authority? It’s almost nine and when did we start, so it’s like two hours or something. Okay, we’ll finish these questions. We’ll do these questions and then we’ll stop.

Q: As an aspiring director I’m curious about your process this time with your actors, moving from live action now to really directing them only vocally and sort of what changed in your process and your communication techniques with that?

WES ANDERSON: I don’t think anything did. The way we recorded them, was—it’s faster. Everybody went to this farm together and, you know, they often had this dialogue they were reading, you know, they didn’t have their roles memorized and practiced. it was like a rehearsal, they were rehearsing the whole movie, and we had a movie soundman who was recording everything, you could get the mic a closer than you could and you didn’t have to figure out anything visual, but they played out the scenes in the same way, together.

Q: So it wasn’t like in a sound booth or anything.

WES ANDERSON: No, we didn’t do it that way, we sometimes we went back and added things and we would do those in a sound booth, but for the initial recording for the movie, it was all on location.

NOAH BAUMBACH: And you get a different quality—it’s something no one will notice specifically, and you get a different quality of sound that way that is great, I mean it actually is outdoors.

WES ANDERSON: It is a movie kind of sound. And there was one thing, not to drag this out, I know we only have two more to do, but I will just briefly say one thing. There was a thing that happened during the—you know, there were some accidents that I think were the result of that type of process and one really good one was that—we were playing the scene where—in the movie at one point they see this wolf off in the distance, and it’s sort of a big moment in the story, and George Clooney and Jason Schwartzman, my brother, they’re all kind of mesmerized by this, and I said, well, let’s get somebody, we’re on the bottom of this hill, and next to these woods, and I said, “would somebody go be the wolf off there so they can watch and it’ll help set the mood.” And Bill Murray was standing there with his hands in his pockets, (laughter) and he went up the hill, and we waited while he went and he went a long, long, long, long, long way away, to where he was just tiny, and then we said, “Okay, let’s do it.” And he was so good as this wolf, I mean, he was a wonderful wolf and it was almost as if he had practiced it (laughter) and I remember while we were doing it, it was really setting the mood and we were getting a good performance from the guy, he didn’t have any lines, and Jeremy, who was there, our producer, he took out his phone and started filming Bill playing this wolf and we brought that back, we brought that to England with us, and we gave it to the animator, he animated the uncredited Bill Murray as this wolf, and it was very memorable. You know, he was very good in it.

Q: I was wondering if it’s not Jacques Cousteau, and it’s not too incriminating to tell us, I’m wondering who inspired, or maybe it’s you who inspired this character Steve Zissou.

WES ANDERSON: Jacques Cousteau. 

Q: I knew it! I knew it!

WES ANDERSON: I’ll go on record.

Q: I actually have two questions, but I’m the last person, so I think that’s okay. One is I am a huge fan and especially of your soundtracks. Like, I find the Rushmore soundtrack and the Tenenbaums soundtrack are often like kind of the soundtracks of my life because I’ll just put them on, I’ll walk through New York City and I just am so inspired by them, and I know Mark Mothersbaugh had a lot to do with those and I think a few other ones. And I’m just curious kind of about music and how you choose your, you know, the songs, and also just the compositions and everything and then my second question while I’m up here, is all the art direction and I know with Tenenbaums like your brother, I know did a lot of the illustrations and I just find your attention to detail like the game closet or for Zissou when you see the cross-section of the boat and everything, it’s so impressive how like every single thing you really think about and I can really tell—do you work with the same art directors for everything, is it you, I’m just curious kind of on both ends.

WES ANDERSON: Different people on different movies. I think with an animated movie, I think the nice thing is if you’re interested in sort of the design of the movie, that’s a thing where—that’s a form where you get to design everything, so everything—every prop, just some little still life in the scene, we’re going to have to make each thing from scratch anyway so each scene is an opportunity to find something funny or some special thing or connect it to something with the character, and so that I really enjoyed about doing stop-motion. It’s a very slow, it’s a gradual process, and there’s time to kind of develop lots of different visual things. But maybe we’ll finish by talking about music. When does music come into it for you?

NOAH BAUMBACH: I think it depends, I feel like music—music sort of works twofold—I mean, we’ve talked about this—it becomes sort of an inspiration in a way that it may never make it into the movie way when you’re writing or talking about scenes. I mean, when we did Life Aquatic, the David Bowie stuff was, you know, obviously something scripted. 

WES ANDERSON: What about “Street Hassle”?

NOAH BAUMBACH: “Street Hassle” at the end of Squid and the Whale. You know what it was, was Dean Wareham, who did the music, he and Britta Phillips did the music for Squid—they did the score, but he had given me a lot of music that just sounded. I remember we were playing it and I was using the whole cello and then you said the Simple Minds did a cover of it but I think you said at one point “why don’t you just keep running the song?” Because I was sort of be cutting it off at a point and you said, “well, why don’t you keep playing it?” And then it was great because it had—’cause I was sort of thinking, well, Lou Reed, it might be too—

WES ANDERSON: I don’t remember that. It makes it sound like I just set it up for you to tell a thing that I came up with. (laughter) But I thought it was a really—I didn’t know you were going to use that song, and when I saw it in the editing room, I thought it was very—I knew the ending of the movie, I knew what to expect from the ending of the movie—

NOAH BAUMBACH: But it was great because once it kept going it had even more emotion because his voice was so emotional and great. I remember you showing me in Life Aquatic you had with the pirate attack—I remember you had scored it and you also had Iggy Pop playing, and you were going back and forth whether or not to go score or the song. Do you remember that sort of thought process?

WES ANDERSON: I do remember it and one of those things where there’s so many different points in the making of the film where you have a musical idea—

Q: Do you score first and pick out the songs, like the Kinks songs, or the Hardest Geometry Problem in the World, those thought out beforehand and then you put it to music, or are you watching it and—

WES ANDERSON: Sometimes I have some musical ideas before, but they come in every step of the way. I think a good thing for us to end on is for this movie the real musical center of the movie is this song that Jarvis Cocker performs in the middle of the movie and that was, we had written these lyrics and Jarvis made the song and it’s like a kind of English hillbilly or something performance.

NOAH BAUMBACH: That’s the thing—when we wrote it, we didn’t know Jarvis Cocker would do it, right?

WES ANDERSON: We hadn’t thought of it—it was some inspiration from the Disney Robin Hood—“ooh da lally—ooh da lally.”

NOAH BAUMBACH: Which was a cartoon we both really liked with the fox.

WES ANDERSON: Exactly, with foxes. And I would think the other thing is maybe a good way for us to end is that is in all of our films probably the only song we’ve done and maybe will ever do where we will collect royalties.

Q: I doubt that. I have a feeling you have many songs in your future. Thank you very much.

WES ANDERSON/NOAH BAUMBACH: Thank you everyone.

(applause)

PAGE  
1
LIVE AndersonBaumbach_11.9 Transcript


