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On the evening of November 11, 1977,
Steve Shagan met with the film students of
Columbia College. Shagan is one of the
most respected screenwriters working in
Hollywood. He authored and produced
SAVE THE TIGER, which many have called
a "classic" in contemporary American
cinema. Shagan's other credits include
VOYAGE OF THE DAMNED and HUSTLE.
His new play is scheduled to open this fall
in Los Angeles.
Our discussion with Mr. Shagan was
moderated by Anthony Loeb, Chairman of
the Film Department. Th€ text has been
edited for clarity and length, and is the
fifth in a continuing series of publications
by the Columbia College Film Department.
A CONVERSATION WITH A NEW YORK
TELEVISION WRITER was publish~d last
year, and is available upon written request.

_was the same madness-trying to
guess what women want to wear a
year ahead of time. The pressures in
the garment business are enormous.
There are men like Charlie Robbins
who make fir.es and there are men
who engage _
m en like Charlie to light
the fires. There are hookers that are
. on the payroll and there are buyers
that demand the services of those
· ladies.

ANTHONY LOEB: I am delight_ed
that Steve Shagan is with us. Among
his credits is a screenplay, SAVE THE
·TIGER, which became a major motion
picture that gave Jack Lemmon his
most powerful moments on the
screen. TIGER mustbe one of the
most cumulative American statements to be made in the last decade.
It is being rediscovered now ·and is
the focus for one of our courses;
Steve Shagan has paid his dues in
this business. He's been a grip, a
publicist, a producer. TIGER earned
Shagan the Writers Guild Award for
best original screenplay, as_well as
an Academy Award nomination.
We're honored to have him.

I always wanted to be around film and
I finally got a job in Fort Lee, New
Jersey, at the old CFI labs. I started
_carrying cans of film around and got
to be a printer, and worked a stepprinting reduction machine at night in
the darkroom. That's kind of a trip,
because you've got three or four men
and women working from midnight to
8:00 in the morning on very sensitive
stuff in almost total darkness. At that
·Hme, _I started to write a play. There
was a group run by Jose Quintero
down in the Village, called the Circle
Theatre in those days .. I had a reading
of it and we almost got it financed,
· _ but_not quite. And I said, "Well, this is
not for me. I mean, there's too much
heartbrea_k ." We went to Florida, and
it was in the early daysof Cape
Canaveral when they .were just
testing-not even our misslest" but
ones the Germans left over that didn't
make it to London. Some of them flew
and some of them didn't. I used to
develop and print the films of the
tests. And I started to write more
seriously. I wrote a screenplay-a
western that somehow I got to

. STEVE SHAGAN: Thank you.
LOEB: I wantto start by asking Steve
how this all came about-. how he got
to Hollywood, how he became a
·
writer· the ''back story,'.' as it were .
.

\

SHAGAN: I want to· open on a
reassuring note. I want you to know
that this is a good time for new people. There i~ a tremendous need for
original screen ~a-terial. _With the
written word, you can open doors. ·
I didn't always know that I could
write. I didn't even know that I
wanted to write when I got out of the
Navy in 1946. I just knew that stuff
popped out once in a while. I got a
job in the handbag business, which I
think reflected later in TIGER,
because while it wasn't dresses, it
2
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And it's not bad. It's not good; but it's ·
not bad. So just keep writing. Stay in
the game."

Universal, and they almost bought it.
The comments from the people out
there were quite promising, so we
decided to pack up and go to California. In Los Angeles I wrote at home,
putting in time every day. And I began
to meet people. I worked as a grip
and met Rod Serling. We had just
struck the set of one of his "Twilight
Zone's." I talked to Rod, who was a
great guy, a very gifted man. I said,
"I'm trying to write. I have a thing
that I've worked on." He said, "Well,
let me see it." And he looked at it
and said, "You know, you can do it.

I don't remember exactly how I got to
Sid Blumenstock, who did publicity for
Universal. He said, "Have you ever
done ad art and copy work for
movies?" I said, "No." He said,
"Well, I hear you've got something."
He gave me a screenplay called THE
OUTSIDER, which was the story of Ira
Hayes, who was ,one of the five men
who raised the flag at lwo Jima-an
Indian, an American Indian, who was
a hero and couldn't handle the fame
3

had our baby. I needed that. But later,
someone in the department called me
in and said, "You know Herb's going
to be fired, and I'm going to take
over, and you'll be my assistarit."
And there I was, faced with a moral
dilemma. If I kept silent, I would be
party to his demise, and if I said
something to Herb, it might give him
a little more time because the fellow
in New York who was going to fire
him would deny it, naturally. At the
same time, I'd be putting myself in
jeopardy because they would know
who passed the signals. I went in and
told Herb, and he got very nervous
and said, "I' II never forget you for doing this and I'll protect you." At that
moment, he called this man in New
York who was going to fire him. I
couldn't hear the other end of the
conversation, but the other man must
have said, ''Who told you?'' And he
said, ''Steve_Shagan.'' Bang. And
then when he hung up the phone he
said, "I'm sorry. It was a reflex, but
you' re OK. Don't worry about it." I
immedi.ately went back to my office
and called a friend of mine at Universal and said, ''Hey, have you got a
job for me over there?'' And he said,
''When do you want to start?'' And I
said, "Tonight." So I went over to
Universal on that following Monday,
and Herb said, ''Why did you do that?
You'll be OK. They're not going to fire
me." He was fired two weeks later.
It's a strange business. About two
months after that, the man I worked
for at Universal called me in on a
cold winter night and said, "What do

and died drunk, frozen jo {jeath
somewhere on a reservation in
Arizona. I did the copy and I did some
art, and they liked it, and I got to do a
few other pictures. Then somebody at
Paramount heard about me-a fellow
named Herb Steinberg, who was then
head of West Coast publicity for
Paramount-and he hired me. In
those days, Paramount was a fun lot
to work at. Jerry Lewis and Dean
Martin were big stuff. Presley was
there. I think De Mille had just gone.
Hal Wallis' unit was there. The John
Wayne unit was there.
As a unit publicist, you get the
screenplay before the picture starts.
You read it and analyze it, and you
see what kinds of pieces .you can
write that can find their way into
newspapers. When the film starts,
you're on the set all the time and you
try to get stories for the principal actors, the director, whomever, into
print. You stay with the film all the
way to the opening, to the box office.
It was a wonderful experience for me,
and I guess I was OK at it because
Jerry wanted me on all of his pictures. John Wayne did, too. _By the
way, Wayne is a hell of a nice guy. I
know that's hard to believe for some
of you, but he's a fine guy. There are
no curves with John Wayne. He was
the first to tell the American Film Institute that he'd take a trainee on all
his pictures. Anyway, I owe a lot to
Herb Steinberg, because that was the
first time in Hollywood that I was getting a check every week and we just
4

killed four hours before the cease
fire. Mel Shavelson was working at
Paramount on this story. The
screenplay was finished and it was a
rather good script-almost like the
BATTLE OF ALGIERS. It was
documentary and it was marvelous.
Mel went to Jack Karp, who was running Paramount in those days. Jack
said, "Listen, Mel. I donate to the
United Jewish Appeal, but I don't
want to do any Jewish stories.
They're death at the box office." Mel
was crushed. It was noon and I was
walking towards the commisary. I met
Michael Wayne, who is John Wayne's
-son and produces Duke's pictures. I
told him what had happened that morning. He said, "Gee, you know my
dad loved th_at fellow, Mickey Marcus.
He was a hell of an American. Has
Mel got a treatment or something?" I
said, "Well, he's got a screenplay."
He said, "Well, Duke will never read
the script. Could Mel come up and tell
him the story?" So I said, "Well, I'll
ask him.'' I found Mel and we went up
the Batjac office, and Duke was stretched out on a couch. It was before
the cancer and he was puffing
Camels, and he said, "OK, Mel, tell
me the story." And with a trembling
voice, Mel tells him the story. And
Duke says, "OK." And he says to
Mike, "Get Sinatra in Palm Springs."
He gets Frank on the phone and
says, "Frank, listen. Mel's here. He
has a terrific story about Mickey Marcus and you can play a part." And he
says, "Whatever you want, Duke. I've
got a brand-new jet plane. It'll be a

you think of Herb Steinberg as an executive?" If there ever was a chance
to kill a guy, that was it. I said, "He's
terrific." Herb got the job. He's still
there. He's the one who devised the
Universal tour which produces about
twelve million a year for them.
Eventually, I researched a project for
Mel Shavelson called CAST A GIANT
SHADOW, which ultimately was done
in Israel with Kirk Douglas. Let me
tell you how this picture got made.
We are talking about a screenplay
about an American named Mickey
Marcus. He was a legendary figure, a
district attorney in New York-tough,
an ex-boxer, a Phd., etc. He was one
of the first men to jump into Germany
with the 82nd Airborne. Mickey went
over to help the Israelis after the partitioning of Palestine in '48. He was
the last casualty in the war. He was
5

After that, I got a call from a man
named Sy Weintraub who said, ''How
would you like to produce a TARZAN
movie for me in Mexico?" I said,
"Why not?" After all, I speak Spanish,
which is as good a reason as any to
produce a movie. So we went to Mexico and we did a sort of ''James
Bond" Tarzan. It was called TARZAN
AND THE VALLEY OF GOLD, with
Mike Henry, who was an ex-Rams
linebacker. Mike had a terrible thing
about snakes. Invariably, a snake
would get loose from the trainer. They were all harmless, their teeth were
out, the venom was gone, they were
like earth wo"rms. But he was terrified.
Eventually, I took charge of the TV
series. I warned Weintraub not to try
that in Brazil because it takes a week
to do a still shot in Brazil. We
ultimately had to move the whole production to Mexico and it ran a couple
of years. It was very difficult because
it was a show that involved children,
animals, stunts, special effects, and
we had to do one every seven days.
We were up against an impossible air
date, working in a foreign country.
The Mexican crews were terrific and
we managed, somehow, to keep up
. with it. But it was debilitating, and
after awhile I think it got to
everybody. People began to fight, and
it got tense, and it wasn't fun
anymore. I left the show and was
unemployed. It's a sobering experience to go from producing a
television series-we were like the
number one show on Friday nightsto the unemployment line on Santa

chance for me to fly it to Israel.'' Now
nobody's read anything. Right? Then
he says to Mel, "The guy to play Marcus is Kirk Douglas and he's doing a
heavy water picture.'' I think it was
THE HEROES OF TELAMARK, in Denmark. And he says, "Get him on the
phone.'' They called United Artists
and found out what hotel Douglas
was staying at. Mel says, "It's 4:00 in
the morning in Denmark.'' Duke says,
"Wake him up. It doesn't matter.
Wake him up." Mel calls Kirk and
Kirk picks up the phone, and Duke
gets on because Mel, by now, is pretty nervous, you know. And Duke says,
"Listen, Mel's here with a thing, and
you're going to play Marcus, and I'm
going to play a general, and Frank's
going to do such and such." Kirk
says, "Well, is there a script?" And
he says, "Yeah, Mel will be on the
plane with it tomorrow.'' And then
Wayne calls Marvin Mirisch at United
Artists. "We've got Frank Sinatra,
Kirk Douglas, John Wayne, in an action/adventure story. It's terrific,''
says Duke. They say, "OK, it's a
deal.'' And that's how that picutre
went together. It was put together in
one hour in John Wayne's office. Six
months later we find ourselves in
Israel with thousands of people, an
Italian camera crew, an English art
director, _American assistants. By
then the Mirisches said, "You've got
to have a love interest," and that was
where the picture failed. Mel changed
his screenplay and began to put in
the love thing. That's just an antecdote.
6

pened. It was a very interesting twohour telefilm. After that I did a picture
that I wrote and produced called A
STEP OUT OF LINE, with Peter Falk,
Vic Morrow, and Peter Lawfordagain for television. This one presaged TIGER, in a way, because the lead
character had a lot to do with Harry
Stoner. Actually, I began to write
SAVE THE TIGER while we were
shooting that picture in San Francisco.

LOEB: Maybe we could open up
some questions on SAVE THE TIGER.
QUESTION: Could you say something
about the evolution you went through
from the first draft to the final draft.
Did you have help?

Monica Boulevard. You really
remember who you are. It's
necessary for anybody to get up there
and get down again because it's what
the business is all about, and you
can't be afraid of it. After a couple of
mediocre assignments, I went over to
CBS and did one called SOLE SURVIVOR, which was a true story about
an American B-24 that went down in
the Libyan desert in 1944. The plane
was found in perfect condition some
twenty years later. An investigating
team went back to see what happened. We re-created the crew of the
plane, based on diaries that were
found . They were like a Greek chorus
who were alive, watching the investigators find out what truly hap-

SHAGAN: I did the first draft when I
was under contract to Cinema Center
Films, which was a division of CBS at
the time. When I finished the first
draft, I called Sidney Pollack. I said,
"Sid, I just finished a script that I
think you ought to read.'' He said,
"What is it about?" I said, "It's about
you and me and all of us facing middle age, who sometimes don't know
why we get out of bed in the morning.
Sid read it quickly and called me. He
said, "I love it. The only thing I think.
is wrong, and I think you'll get killed
for it, is the ending.'' If you remember
the original ending, Harry goes to the
zoo. He sees this tiger pacing back
and forth. These g~ys come over and
say, "You've been watching that
animal for two hours. What have you
got in mind? Are you some sort of
7

have been impossible without the
preparation.

animal freak?" He says, "I was just
trying to remember Jhe way it was
when tigers were free," or something
like that. I don't remember the line
anymore. Sidney said, "It's wrong
because it's right on the money-too
specific. I think the ending has
something to do with baseball
because it's a symbol of innocence,
of a lost American innocence, and is
so tightly woven into the fabric of
Harry's reminiscence. A new ending
came out of that, with the children
playing baseball in that little league
park. Other than that, we had to cut
stuff because we were long. The first
draft, I think, was 157 pages, and the
script we shot was 118. So we lost
the scene in the steam room. But
none of it really damaged the piece at
all, and I think the changes were all
for the good. It wasn't ever arbitrary.
Sidney was attached to the project
for tt1e two years that it took us to try
to get the money to make the film.
When Sid dropped out ~nd we got
John Avildsen, John really didn't have
much to change. The film was really
made in the rehearsal period. John insisted on a three-week rehearsal
because every frame of that film was
to be shot on location. We never went
into a studio. We rehearsed every key
scene in the film with the exception
of the name game, which Lemmon
was apprehensive about. We rehearsed every one of the key scenes at the
actual location we were to shoot
them in. While we rehearsed, John
blocked for the camera. We shot the
film in thirty-two days, and that would

There is an interesting story about the
casting of Jack Lemmon, who I saw
on every page. I managed to get the
script to Jack, whom I had never met.
Sometime after that the phone rang
and a voice said, ''This is Jack Lemmon. Can you come up to the
house?'' His house is located on
Tower Road, up a curvey mountain. I
got lost going up the road, and I was
half crazy because he was waiting for
me. I said, "My God, now I have my
opportunity and I can't find where he
lives." I finally got there and found
Jack alone at the bar. Jack's a good
drinker and I'm not. I have a very low
tolerance for alcohol. I don't get
drunk, I get sick. Jack starts to pour
the scotch and I figure I have to
make the effort. We got a little rocky
and we talked about a lot of things.
Of course, I was waiting for his
response to my script. Finally he said
"You know, TIGER's a terrific piece,
but I'm just not good enough to do it.
I haven't used my talents in fifteen
years." I said, "What about WINE
AND ROSES?" He said, "Anyone can
play a drunk. That was easy. I'll tell
you what, though. George Scott is a
good friend. I'll call George." I
said,-I guess the courage was from
the booze-"Jack, listen. If I fail, I
want to fail with you. I think the guy
you've been playing, picture after picture, belongs to the Fifties. I don't
think that's what it's about anymore.''
He said, "You don't, huh?" "No. I
think yo·u should do this." He said,
8

to a bar." So we go to a bar in the
valley, we start to drink, and it's now
about midnight. He says, "Let's call
Avildsen in New York." I said, "It's
3:00 in the morning in New York,
Jack." He says, "Let's call him
anyway." He gets into the phone
booth and calls, and he gets John's
wife, Melissa, and he says, "This is
Jack Lemmon." She says, "Yes, and
I'm Elizabeth Taylor, you ass," and
she hangs up. Jack calls back and he
says, "Wait a minute, wait a minute.
It's really Jack Lemmon and I'll do a
couple of routines.'' And he does Ensign Pulver on the phone. He says,
"You know, I won an Oscar for that, I
won an Oscar." Melissa believed him
and wakes John up. Jack tells John
the story on the telephone and we
were on our way.

"OK, I'll call you at noon tomorrow.
Let me read it again." Lemmon called
me at noon· the next day and said,.
"OK, let's go." About that time, an
edict came down from New York that
there would be no more Cinema
Center films-the CBS subsidiary. So
we sent the script to other studios
and the comments were that ·it was a
Communist document, it was an anarchist document, it was a fascist thing,
etc. There were no takers. The sense
of it was that SAVE THE TIGER is too
real and people don't want to see
themselves on the screen. Finally,
Bob Evans, one of the production
heads of Paramount, said, "I love it. I
don't know if anyone will go and see
it, but it's a film we should make. But
·1 want you to get a completion bond.''
That means you have to get an outside party who will ensure Paramount
that if the picture goes over budget
they'll pick up the rest of the tab. The
necessity of the bond led us to
Filmways and Marty Ransohoff, and
finally, to John Avildsen. Lemmon
never goes to movies, so he didn't
know anything about JOE, Avildsen's
picture. So I said, "Jack, you ought to
look at the movie." He said, "OK,
after I get through shooting, bring it
out." We go into the projection room,
and Jack has a jug of white Almaden.
We look at the picutre and Jack says,
"Let's run it again." About half-way
through he says, "OK, this kid has
got something." Now it's about 11 :00.
I was drinking, too. Jack says,
''Where are you going?'' I said, ''I'm
going home." He says, "No, let's go

Because Paramount was involved
with GODFATHER at that time, we
were able to go and do it. Nobody
ever bothered us, nobody ever looked
at dailies. As we were getting near
the end of the film, we showed them
a rough cut, and suddenly they realized something good was happening.
One of the Paramount executives,
Peter Bart, had some ideas and
wanted to make some changes. It's
always that word-"fix." We ended
up literally kidnapping the p'icture, taking it to New York and showing it to
Frank Yablans, who didn't know who
we were. He had forgotten he had a
part in giving us the go-ahead. THE
GODFATHER was colossal at Para-_
mount then. It was night and day.
9

There was never anything else
discussed but THE .GODFATHER.
When I called Frank, I said, "My
name js Steve Shagan, and we made
a film with Jack Lemmon and John
Avildsen for you." He said, "Oh,
yeah, yeah, what's the problem?" I
said, "I don't think you'll ever see it
in its present form if we don't come
in with it." He said, "Get on a plane."
We showed him the picture and he
said, "It's fine. Don't change
anything. Lemmon is shooting AVANTI
in Italy, and I think before you lock-up
the film, you ough·t to take it over and
show it to Jack." Now we're going to
Rome, and the Paramount men are
supposed to meet us at the airport
and get us through customs, because
you just can't take film into a foreign
country. In those days, John was in .
his hippie period-purple velvet, and
flowers, and the beard, and the Indian
things, and the beads. They' re watching the airport for grass, and hash,
and everything else, so he looked like
a prime suspect to begin with. We got
there, and one of the cases is missing. Now people in L.A. are suing us
for loss of editorial time and we don't
know where the case is. The Pan Am
guy says, "Well, it may be on the
next plane. It'll be in from New York
in two hours, so go to -the Pan Am
waiting room. Meantime, nobody
shows up from Paramount. The
customs guy says, ''Look, you may as
well go into the city because you
can't get the stuff out anyway without
a customs pass." I said. "Let's worry
about that in a little while,'' and I call-

ed an Italian production manager that
I knew from the old days of CAST A
GIANT SHADOW. He said, "Whatever
you do, Steve, don't try to take the
film out of the airport because you'll
get arrested." The plane comes in
and the missing case is on it, and
now a chauffeur shows up-a guy
named Mario. What else? And now
we have the three cases of sound,
three cases of picture. I said, ''John,
you take one, I take one, Mario, you
take one." There's a line at customs
that says, "No Declaration," and a
line that says, "Declaration," and we
just walked out with the goods. It was
a whole exciting number, and we
finally got it to the hotel and showed
it to Jack who was delighted with his
picture.
Well, SAVE THE TIGER, turned out to
be a lot more film than we thought it
would be. We never thought about
awards, or Oscars, or anything like
that. _It was just one of those
marvelous experiences where
everybody has a unity of purpose.
Everyone saw the same movie from
the beginning. I forgot one thing that
Avildsen did prior to filming that might
be interesting to some of you who
want to be directors. He interviewed
every single grip, electrician,
carpenter, wardrobe man, lighting
man, assistant cameraman-anyone
who would have any reason to be on
that set. He gave them the screenplay and said, "Go home, and come
back, and tell me what you think this
film is about." He did that before he
10

hired them. John felt that everyone
contributes and his attitude resulted
in a kind of connection that I've
seldom seen. The crew really pulled
for us. They came in early just to
watch the two Jacks rehearseGilford and Lemmon. This was the
result of John's presence. You could
see his gift in those early days, which
came to fruition with ROCKY, I guess.
SAVE THE TIGER was a delightful
experience-one of the best I've had
in this business.

by nature he's a very gentle .man, and
it's hard for him to get angry. That
performance was hammered out dur-ing the rehearsal period.
The night we went out to shoot the
scene at a beach house in Malibu,
Lemmon said, "Look, we're going to
have to do the master one time
because I can't -do it twice." And he
just did it and the girl did it. I said, "If
you don't remember all the names
I've written, use some out of your
·own -past It doesn't matter." He
stayed pr_etty close to the script.

LOEB: What about Gilford To me,
one of the most extraordinary casting
decisions was opposing Gilford and
Lemmon, so to speak.

LOEB: What troubled Lemmon about
the name game?

SHAGAN: I wanted Gilford, who had

SHAGAN: _I think it asked for a kind

been stereotyped in light comedy.
Avildsen went along with the choice
after seeing a serious piece Jack had
done for PBS. It was hard to get the
performance out of Gilford because

of emotional unmasking. At the end of
that scene., Harry _is just emotionally
naked. It's a very hard scene to play
because it could be easily overstated.
It starts off with a giddiness and
11

gradually becomes sad. There are all
sorts of shifting rhyijlms in the scene.

QUESTION: What kind of relationship
would you have as a writer/producer with a star like Jack Lemmon? And
how was your collaboration with a
young director like John Avildsen?
Was there a strain?
SHAGAN: No, because John
respects the writer. The three of us,
Lemmon, John, and myself, were like
an isosceles triangle. We were impenetrable. We m~de a rule that if
there was disagreement, we would
decide collectively. By the way, John
is a stickler for reality. When we shot
the scene with the arsonist in the porno theater, John insisted that the
owner run· a real porno film while the
three men were playing the scene. It
was a porno reel with two girls making love to each other, and one of
them had a peach, as I remember.
She was using the peach as an instrument of love. It became humorous. The actors couldn't concentrate,
so it didn't work too well. We finally
ran white leader on the screen.

means that less is more. That is not
to say that you can't do a soliloquy
like Paddy Chayefsky did in NETWORK, where he says that there are
no more countries, only dollars. But ✓
you have to be very careful. You
must think of a screenplay as classical music. There are definitive
movements in it. It starts off with a
certain me~odic line. Then the woodwinds will come in, or the reeds will
take off and add to the basic line.
There are tangents off the main
theme that we would call character
relationships, subplots. You develop
subordinate ideas, but they should
crescendo in the third act. The secondary themes must serve the main
idea. There are definite dynamics you
must be aware of. If you play a long
dialogue sequence as we did in the
bedroom scene, for instance, in
TIGER-a twelve-page, ten-minute

LOEB: What would you say to people .
who are beginning to write, about
construction, about the craft. Your
film seems well controlled.
SHAGAN: When you start to write a
screenplay, you have to remember
that ulti_mately, it's going to be
photographed. Everything you write is
going to be photographed. It usually
12

/

scene-you must follow it with a different rhythm. There was a reason for
that scene-, by the way. I wanted you
to feel that time was an unseen
character in that bedroom-that time
weighed heavily on those two people.
John crafted it so that Lemmon was
almost always in motion-showering,
getting dressed, etc. While. there was
some movement, it was risky because of the length. You have to
follow that scene with something that
will change the rhythm, providing
relief. So there's the car, the street,
and the meeting with a crazy hippie
girl who rides up and down the
boulevard. A different pace. Then the
factory, and the machines, and noise,
and a texture that became real with a
marvelous travelling shot that
Avildsen made where he takes Jack
all the way through-an eight-page
scene in one take. There's a lot going
on in that shot. It is a beautiful example of what a director can bring to a
work. I think Alan Pakula is terrific in
that regard. If you examine KLUTE,
and PARRALAX VIEW, and ALL THE
PRESIDENT'S MEN, which is a oneset picture, you'll find terrific movement which helps the writer a hell of
a lot. It is not unlike what you experience at the PhilharmonicMahler, Beethovan, Bach. You'll hear
a hell of a lot of great writing pulled
together by the conductor. Zubin
Mehta, the conductor of a symphony,
is not unlike Sidney Pollack or Alan
Pakula. They' re interpreting and
they're adding dynamics to what's on
the paper.

The way I start a story is with a
character. I did a screenplay of a film
called CITY OF ANGELS, that later
became a movie called HUSTLE, and
I did the novel as well. I started off
with a character. I wanted to write
about a man who is part of a police
system, who knows that justice is not
equitable-that it works one way for
those who have and another for those
who don't. Somewhere in my mind, I
had a thought of a dead girl on a
beach who belonged to a white Protestant nobody. She's a presumed
suicide, and the police say, "Bury
your daughter and go on with your
life. We can't dig her up and arrest
her for killing herself. There's no
crime here."
I started TIGER with a character. For
me, anyway, the story comes easily
once you have the central figure. But
I think you have to be aware that
when you do a screenplay there are
tremendous demands upon you. Number one, if you don't get one of the
bankable people, you may not get the
film made. It's better not to overpopulate a script. That is not to say
that you can't have five or six peopre
that weave in and out of a story. But
you've got to design a story that a
Pacino, DeNiro, Steve McQueen, whoever, will play, and they want to
be on the screen all the time. You
have to design a thing that gives a
director a chance to direct something
that is visual, not literary. You can't
use novelistic devices. Interior
thought and voice-over and flashback
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are difficult to use. They' re all tools.
When I say, "You can't," I mean to
caution you that certain obvious
techniques are dangerous and that
the best form of construction is the
traditional one where you have a
main melodic line. Remember that
drama comes out of conflict. The conflict need not necessarily be betw~en
a man and a woman. It may involve a
man reaching against himself. It may
involve a perception of what he is and
what he should be and may never be.
The conflict can be between a man
and a system. There should be a
resolution at the end, of course.
Either he fails or succeeds, or he remains motionless, which my be failure or success, depending on what
you have in mind. With ROCKY, .you
have this hulking, humane guy who is
supposed to hurt a guy physically and
doesn't do it. The hoods he works for
say, "You can't be nice in this
business," or whatever. And you
know up f rant that our Rocky is kind
of a nice kid. Then when he goes to
the gym, Burgess :Meredith says, "I
hate you because you could have
been good." That gives us the clue
that maybe the fairy .tale is going to
work. It's a big reach. He's going to
fight the champ. If ·you examine films,
you'll find little things plan_
t ed''props'' that are planted sometimes,
lines that are delivered early that
have no apparent meaning a~ the
time, but play back ·much later. The
wonderful thing about trying to write
for film ·is that they are available to
look at. Try and train- yourself to go

back in there after you see it once for
your own entertainment. Go back and
look at it again from the screenwriter's point of view to see how it's
crafted.

LOEB: We're using SAVE THE TIGER
in that way. There'.s a sequence in
the middle that's a difficult
sequence-the soldier sequence. It
seems that perhaps it's not motivated
fully. How do you feel now about the
breakdown?
SHAGAN: I laid the groundwork for
that scene in the missing sc.ene with
the mistress .. He doesn't go to the
mistress for sex. He goes there to
.hide out from the world, and he tells
her the nightmare that he didn't tell
his wife, which i.s about leaving
Naples in 1945 and about the guy
breaking down on the boat. I was trying to say that the war is right up
14

there at the surface of his consciousness. It's played again in the
Chinese restaurant when he says 10
his partner, "I don't want to hear
about the helicopters in Viet Nam.''
He talks about Anzio and how, when
he went back to a beach that was
once muddy with blood, he found
bikinis. It was carefully built so that
when you see the stricken buyer with
the red stuff on his face, Lemmon
says, "He's not a man, he's a casualty.'' I thought that there would be
enough already established to get
away with it. It's a very risky scene.
What I should have done in retrospect was to set it up early, when he
awoke out of a nightmare in the first
scene, perhaps making the scars on
his back more obvious, I could have
dialogued it right there and we would
have had a stronger basis for the vision of the dead soldiers later on.

soldiers-they were his personal
nightmare.
We had to do the scene in one day,
and Jack's breakdown on the stage
wasn't easy to perform. I must say
the scene shocked audiences when
they saw it because we were still in
Viet Nam. There was resistance to
the scene, but I wanted the public to
see dead American boys, dead soldiers, because we never think of them
in terms of what they are-that life
has been taken from them in a cruel
way, in a horrific way. They are dead.
They came back in aluminum coffins
to San Francisco-fifty thousand
from that godforsaken place. But
they ' re talked about in a statistical
form. As with Korea, forty-two thousand soldiers came back to certain
poor families in this country, and
three hundred and some thousand in
World War 11, but that was the
"good" war . Only if that coffin comes
home to you, and you've raised that
child, does the tragedy mean
anything. Viet Nam didn't mean
enough to most Americans because
the war was fought by the most
underprivileged in our society. I
wanted people in the theaters to see
dead soldiers. I guess I was kind of
obsessive about it at the time. I think
Jack handled the breakdown very
well, because when he came off the
stage, he just took that drink and did
a little thing. He saig to John, "The
only way to come out of this is to
come out of it quickly . We can't dwell
on this. Maybe it will work.'' Having

LOEB: What do you mean?
SHAGAN: When he woke up, I could
have done it in a few lines. His wife
could say, "What the hell is this? It's
the fourth time this month you've
woken up with this screaming." And
Lemmon says, "It's the same thing.
It's the boat, and it's Naples, and
there's a guy next to me and he's
shuddering. I see .the shells coming
in," and whatever. I mean, I could
have done that and then left it and
'
then gone to Benny Goodman and the
ball game. But you'd have remembered that when you saw the dead
)5

writing. When I say dynamics:.;~_
l<don:J_,.,:
mean you have to do a maGn-ine;- gun~r
thing up there. If you're com.ing}o.ff :a r··.\
very emotional scene, you sh0,wJd try:··-~~
to change the melody a littlE.L Pk~:.(X q.u.\,';_'
should try to move off center-J)~G:aus~:;
it's built in peaks and valleys. ;b:le-rnr /r<
ingway said you could learn :-_ a'.· lot -byb -; -:
looking at paintings. In Paris a.kLeJ---:::-.:~-; i
Jeu de Paume, in the Tuiller~ie:s-;Jh.~y -:.
have a great collection of Frenchcim~i.
pressionists, and Hemingway !J'S.ed 4o,,_ "/
stop there every day. There.!_:s.. a :.~L. ~·:<.:
Pissaro in New York, in the :·m,useuo:L.,~
When I'm in New York, I aly..,.ays:·:Q'O to:_c
see it, and I look at it and 100.~:_
at:-Jt. . _·,. . ,
because the·re's so much to : dis.co~
ve.c
It is n 't obvious. It' s a night sc,.e r1 e·· ;·:,;:_ < ·
where the streets are wet in:.P&1f i·s:, .: ~L
dusk. Every time you look ati:LYQtJ.,~~::·; ,·
see more people in the paiA:tirJg~
:,<?.fl_
d L_·
little signs and newspapers:•'..~Q~<~ 9:n-~ ;
also learn by going to conce-rt§ !:~r~:d: > ··.b
listening. It's hard, but try ano ·Hst~n :_ _ ·
to what those men did with }Ule._, rnaiJfl>_:i
melody line and try to definfJ.' :al LtMe -' :
''characters'' they introduce,··musJoah 1·:
ly. And look at film-the ba<;L·©Jle.R.~ (':i·, .
too. At least you' II know what-ri ot torr

the mob guy come right up helped,
too. I call that "velocity" in a
screenplay. Very soon after that, you
get the porno theater, the lady ticket
taker-five bucks, private booth,
medicare, whatever. Gilford says, "I
sa.w great films here. Now they're
showing this crap.'' Then you meet
Charlie Robbins, who sets up a whole
new kind of menace in_the picture.
That's what I mean by dynamics-of
shifting the mood and the tempo.
Remember the eye and the ear are
working in that d~rk place. A lot of
senses are working and you are not
alone. You feel the person along side
of you. It's all an illusion. Lemmon
and Redford and those folks aren't in
the theater when you see the picture.
So you' re starting with an illusion. It's
just a beam of light that projects an
image. The more you can do to take
the sense of illusion away, the better
you are doing your job.

1 ·-;

QUESTION: Don't you think that the
rapid succession you're talking about
undercuts the intensity of the soldier
scene?

do.

:·; ::, :~- L

,. ) ),.:\ i (r;

SHAGAN: No, I think it heightens it
because it's a shock at the time. ·
They go onto something else, but the
effect lingers. There's always a
memory recall. You've got a plate
back there that holds those images. I
don't mean that you shoutd design a
screenplay like a television showlike CHARLIE'S ANGELS, or one of
those things where everything is double time, you know. That's trick

Adaptation involves a differ~nt_k _
j od:-0.n:'.
discipline. You' re given a nove.J- iQr: a .·.:.c-.: :·;
play to dramatize, which pre:s.e,O'tS;i:a.n::
entirely different set of prob.terns1:-to t:;
you because you' re worki ngA:r;~ rn r;:--'.---;
another person's creation. iW.Hh.i{th~ _'.. ·_: <)
novel, you -have to learn ho_W;:}rO.: r.)'.~~- ~-~··:J ·; :::-.1
dramatize interior thought. Jov;_ Jl;~w.~;_·:i •; ·i
to comb the work and yo~- h:a,y~ t,Q~> i:·: :_)
remember that most fiction :-~·is over~ ,~>-.
•
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populated. VOYAGE OF THE DAMNED had two hundred and thirty
characters in the book, and my problem obviously involved compressing,
weeding out. I was originally asked to
do a screenplay for an eight-hour
television special. I don't know how
many of you saw the picture, but
there was no Romeo and Juliet in my
script and there was no ship of fools.
The people, the passengers, knew
what was happening to them-that
they were pawns in a game of genocide. I was faithful to history and to
the memory of those people. The
movie represented a chance to depict
holocaust in microcosm. What fascinated me was that the story involved a
true tale of colossal hypocrisy by the
Western democracies. Himmler and
Goebbels, in May of '39, decided to
let a boatload of Jews, mostly women
and children, leave Germany for
Cuba. They sold them visas and so
forth, but at the same time, arranged
with the Cuban government not to let
the boat in. Of course, the boat would
end up only a few miles from the
American coastline, and one of Himmler's assistants, a man named
Schellenberg said, "Well, surely
Roosevelt will take the boat in." They
had done a psychological profile on
all the Western leaders at that time,
and Himmler said, "Roosevelt is not a
humanitarian, he's a consumate politician. He's running for an unprecedented third term. There's
tremendous unemployment in the.
United States. He will not take the
boat and he'll stick to the quotas."

They were right. So here you have
these people who are pawns in a
brutal international political game. A
kilometer f ram salvation and nobody
in the world cared enough to take
them in. If there was a boatload of
cats or dogs off the coast of New
York or Los Angeles and the captain
of the boat said, "I'm going to drown
these nine hundred pussycats unless
you take them in," there would be an ·
outcry in America. Any yet at this
time, Himmler was right and Goebbels was right. It was a great propaganda victory for them. I wanted to
tell that story and I did. ABC thought
it was too expensive for television,
and somehow, Stuart Rosenberg, who
directed COOL HAND LUKE, got involved. When I went to London to
make cuts in the material, Stu said,
"Well, you know, Lou Grade, the producer, wants us to have romance,
shipboard." That's where I got off.
That addition, to my mind, would ruin
any chance we had to make a significant film and I felt it would dishonor
the memory of those who died. I did
not want to do a disservice to those
people who were on the boat and to
the people today who should know
about that thing, because genocide is
still going on in the world. It's going
on in South Africa, in Latin America,
in our own sphere of influence . .
Genocide has not gone away. People
are being killed just for being people.
We don't win all the time. Sometimes
we lose.
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When you're commissioned to do an
adaptation, you have no power. It's
like you' re a painter and they call you
in and say, "Paint the ceiling green."
When you do that and you leave, they
may say, "No, we want it purple,"
and they'll hire a new guy to paint it
purple. With original work, it's a different ball game because you control
the work. That's why I want to start
writing a book. There is nobody between you and the audience. The burden on the novelist is the very
freed om of the form. There are no
r
rule's. You're the weatherman, the
wardrobe man, the lighting man,
everything. It's a wonderful, form of
expression. Apropos of nothing, I got
a call the other day from an agent
who says, "Steve, I've got a terrific
thing to tell you-in one word." I
said, "What?" He says, "Hitler." I
said, "What?" He says, "Hitler. NBC
wants Hitler-the life story of Adolf
Hitler. The whole career." I said,
"Gee, that's interesting."

the picture stinks. In some strange
way, if the film works, it represents a
threat to them, where the reverse is
actually true, because every good
picture generates revenue to make
another movie.
LOEB: I want to hear your opinion of
a picture that's very disturbing to
me-LOOKING FOR MR. GOODBAR.
Did you see it? Would you talk about
't?
I .

I guess you really have to retain a
sense of humor about it. It's a crazy
business. I think Billy Wilder once
said, ''Movie making is the biggest
choo choo train for adults in the
world.'' I think you always have to
qelieve that you can do it. The disappointments will happen, but some
good things will happen. You'tl meet a
lot of good people along the way and
a lot of viscous people along the way.
At most of the screenings in our
town-the Writers Guild screenings,
especially-everyone goes in hoping

SHAGAN: I think Brooks said to
himself, "I'm going to come down on
the massage parlors and the pornography and homosexuality and
coke sniffing, and I'm going to do it
so the audience is ice cold when they
leave the theater. And I'm going to do
a political statement that puts down
everything that I hate right now." I
think that's what he did. I don't think
it has anything to do with Judy
Rossner's novel. I'm guessing now
and I may be very unfair, but I'm
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guessing that it's Dick's personal
anger at a system that he no longer
relates to.

with this new long form. I think
ROOTS broke a lot of ground. They' re
going to do Michener's THE SOURCE,
I know, and Bob Joseph is writing
that. They' re doing a thing called
HOLOCAUST, which presumably will
tell the history of the death camps. I
think that you can do good things on
television now. Hallmark Hall of Fame
has always aspired to quality. Even
with an anthology like POLICE
STORY, you can do something meaningful if you've got something to say.

LOEB: How did you relate to the vehicle as he constructed it?
SHAGAN: I just think it was in the
horror genre. A lot of Dick's personal
anger is in that film. He's a hell of a
filmmaker. I can't criticize him. It was
his vision of that material.
QUESTION: In SAVE THE TIGER, a
flower child girl was painted as incredibly naive. How did you determine how far to take her?

QUESTION: Is the difference in the
nature of the medium the size of
screen?

SHAGAN: I can't define that for you .
I just wanted a girl who actually had
no real past. She was to interact with
a man who was rooted in the past. I
used the name game to make the
contrast. She has only current things
and he has only yesterday, and
neither of them has a tomorrow.
That's what I was trying to achieve. In
the novel of TIGER, the girl is really a
vapid kind of girl. She's stoned all the
time and she's a day tripper. John
cast Laurie Heineman, who emanates
a kind of native intelligence I wasn't
planning on, but it worked, I think.

SHAGAN: Certainly you can't write it
as rich as you can a movie. You have
to use more interiors. But by the
same token, you can be more secure
that they will make your telefilm. I
mean, you'll get it on. You don't need
Bob Redford to do a TV show. So
there are plusses to television w9rk.
QUESTION: We have sort of an
ongoing discussion in editing now
about what constitutes a tight
script-how much the scriptwriter
has to define for the director or the
cameraman what's going to be seen,
and how much their interpretation is
going to change what is on the page.

QUESTION: You mentioned television
a couple of times. Aside from the obvious trick writing in certain shows,
do you find there is a difference in
approaching a good or serious TV
project and a film project?

SHAGAN: You should be concerned
with textures-details of location relevant to the drama. If I was writing a
scene to take place in this room, I
would say, "Interior, classroom,
night." I might describe the look-the

SHAGAN: No, I think now you can do
some wonderful stuff on television
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brown and white walls-and I would
establish what the folks look like,
their age groups, etc., as briefly as
possible, and then play whatever
we're playing. If music should be
playing, I would define the music. I
would write what I hear and see as
the writer. If there were key props
that I wanted to define, I would, of
course, include them.

remember you have to use the technique carefully and for a reason. It's
really only for time-lapse. If you don't
really know how to get from one
scene to another, the dissolve isn't
going to help you. If you bear in mind
that the dissolve should indicate a
passage of time, or if you' re doing
something sensitive that involves a
montage-lovers spending a day together, let's say, and you want to
show that day in passages of timethen one image blending into another
is justified. A good screenplay shoul9
be easy to read. It should be clean
and should be shot-free, and not loaded up with a lot of extraneous
material. You've got to set the people
very quickly.

QUESTION: Did you write the details
in the opening scene of TIGER?
SHAGAN: Yes. Lemmon gets up,
goes to the drawer, puts on the shirt,
goes to the bathroom, puts on the
Benny Goodman tape. I wrote all of
that.
QUESTION: Would you do that in
other scenes?

QUESTION: Turning to the actual
writing itself, how long does it actually take you to do the physical writing
and how do you actually go about it?
Do you write every day or write when
you feel like it?

SHAGAN: If it was important, sure.
The best thing you can do is forget
the camera. You have to be the
camera. When you start a
screenplay, imagine that you're sitting
in the theater watching the film. That
is the best piece of advice I can give
you. Describe what you want the
camera to see, but don't write shots.
Your mind's eye is your camera.
Don't write a lot of shots. And don't
write "CUT TO's ... " In other words,
after finishing the scene, establish the
next location as I've already
described-exterior, hallway,
elevator, or whatever. Don't get in the
habit of putting CUT TO's on the right
side. It's not done. If you want to
dissolve, go ahead, specify it, but

SHAGAN: There's no such thing as
waiting until you feel like it. You hardly ever feel like it. There are a lot of
better things to do with the day than
going into that room alone. You have
to do it every day. I start about 10:00
and work through until about 3:00 and
stop. I think you have to keep writing
even though you think it's bad and
you know it's bad. Somehow,
something there will be beneficial the
next day or a week later. I don't think
you can say, "I'm not in the mood,"
because I think that's self-defeating.
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got a fresh idea like GRAFFITI had in
its time. Woody Allen's stuff doesn't
cost that much, but he's a genius. I
think Woody stands alone as an
American humorist.

Beware of writers that talk about
writing and don't write. The thing you
must do is do it. Even if it's bad, it'll
get better if you keep at it. If you
don't feel you need to write, to express yourself, then for godsakes,
don't waste any more time with it
because it's brutal enough when you
love it. If you don't like it, don't do it.

LOEB: I think it's important to say
that ANNIE HALL came out of a progression of work over many years.
The man has refined his craft. I would
add that the original screenplay is
something that is terribly sought
after-original material that doesn't
have to go through the agony and
risks of adaptation, is sought after.
I've been in the position of seeking
material, so I can authenticate what
Steve has said.

QUESTION: I didn't believe you when
you said that screenplays are in great
demand. I wanted to know if this was
the reason why you or anyone thinks
it's so hard or is it because people
don't actually write them, they just
talk about them?
SHAGAN: When I said they're in demand, I was referring to screenplays
that fit certain studio requirementsthat is to say the ones that can be
cast. You go to the movies. You know
who's in the pictures. They've got to
see something on paper that makes
them want to make that picture. If
you can come up with that, they'll do
the film. Or if you can get to one of
the top di rectors with it. They are not
making a lot of pictures, but they sure
as hell are making a lot of development deals. Now I grant you that a lot
of that stuff won't get made, but
you're employed professionally as a
writer. If they don't make it, that's
their problem. You have to take this
sort of attitude about that. The need
is to get a film for Al Pacino, get a
film for DeNiro, for Redford, for
Stallone. Or the alternative-write a
film that maybe costs $750,000 that's

QUESTION: I've been hearing an
awful lot of pro and con statements
lately about writers who direct their
own work. I was wondering how you
felt about that.
SHAGAN: I think · it's a question of
need. If you have a burning desire to
get out there on the floor with highpressure people, you will do it. I don't
mean to respond simplistically, but I
never felt the necessity. Directing involves a different patience quotient
and a different talent. Perhaps, someday before it's all over for me I
'
would like to write a little film and
direct it. I don't know. I think the guys
that really want to do it-Paul
Schrader is an example-persist until
they get the chance.
QUESTION: Did you feel you didn't
need to direct SAVE THE TIGER?
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SHAGAN: I didn't feel I had to direct
it.

never seen such a reaction in a
theater before-men wept openly at
the conclusion of the play.
SALESMAN was written before the
conglomerate corporate structure existed and before that time when a ·
gasoline bill would be forwarded by
machine and not a human being. It
was just at the beginning of that drift
into the stainless steel, annonymous
world we're in now, what I call the
over-world of bi.g business, big oil, big
insurance, big government. I'll never.
forget that line of Willy's, "You can't
treat a man like an orange and eat
the fruit and throw the peel away ... "

QUESTION: It seems like your films
have a lot of implied or internalized
violence. Do you feel like that is a
necessary part of your own writing, or
that it's a product of the culture you
find yourself in today?
SHAGAN: I think we can only write
out of our own experience. We've all
had moments when we've been proud
of ourselves, when we've acted
nobley and courageously, and we've
had moments of great \cowardice,
violence, betrayal. All of those things
course through us. We live, we
breathe, we're part of a colossustwo hundred and twenty million people. We're all connected, in a way,
and we're all full of contradictory
colors.

It was so pure and so human and so
honest. SALESMAN was about a man
who could no longer sell and who
didn't know why he was what he
was-who damaged his children, who
damaged everyone around him-not
by viscousness, but by buying an
American dream that you had to be
well-liked. He bought the myth, not
the substance. ln _SAVE THE TIGER,
Harry Stoner bought the wrong end of
a new American dream that you are
measured by material things. That's
why I kept playing the line, "Nice suit,
Harry,'' because everybody looks at
us with an exterior view, an external
measurement. I played Harry's big
Lincoln, the suit, the mortgage that
was eating him up ....

QUESTION: You said that some people thought that TIGER was somehow
Communist, leftist. Isn't that reaction
similar to what Arthur Miller received
when he wrote ALL MY SONS and
DEATH OF A SALESMAN? Would you
say you were influenced by Arthur
Miller's work?
SHAGAN: No, I don't think so, except in the way we're all influenced
by an artist's work. I respect Miller
enormously. I think that SALESMAN is
probably the greatest American play I
have ever seen. I saw the original
production with Lee J. Cobb and Arthur Kennedy and Mildred Dunnock in
1948. I can only tell you that I have

QUESTION: Did you ever think that
Harry would be too similar to Loman?
LOEB: Harry perceives his dil.emma.
Willie never knew who he was.
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poetic instinct. TIGER is a marvelous
piece of work that sho.uld be with us a
long time.

SHAGAN: Yes, Harry was much .
tougher. He was willing to commit a
felony in the end, to survive. su·rvival
has become our goal. Maybe the
golden past wasn't so golden, but to
Harry it represented a more humane
sense of values.

SHAGAN: Thank you, Tony. In con- .
eluding, I want to urge all of you who
want to write to find the time. Give
yourself two or three hours a day and
you will grow. Don't be defeated and
don't let anybody tell you that you
can't do it, because you can.

LOEB: I'd like to thank Mr. Shagan
for coming. In summing up, I'd like to
say that he is a remarkable manpossessing integrity as well as a_
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