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PROJECTED GREATNESS

On 27 November 1966, Jeremy Bernstein interviewed the renowned film director Stanley Kubrick at
his home in Elstree, about his early life and career to that point. This edited extract details Kubrick’s brief
stint as a photographer for Look, and the painstaking process by which he broke into flmmaking

was taught to play chess at the age of 127, says Stanley
Kubrick, “but didn’t play seriously until about age 17,
when I joined the Marshall Chess Club in New York
on West 10th Street. I had few intellectual interests as a
child. T was a school misfit and considered reading a

book ... school work. I don’t think I read a book for
pleasure until after I graduated high school.

“l had one thing that perhaps helped me get over

being a misfit, and that is that I became interested in
photography about the same time, 12 or 13. And I
think that if you get involved in any kind of problem
solving in depth on almost anything, it is surprisingly
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similar to problem solving of anything else. I started
out by just getting a camera and learning how to take
pictures, print, build a darkroom, all the technical
things, then finally trying to find out how you could
sell pictures and become a professional photographer.

“It was a case of, over a period from the age of 13-
17, going through step by step by myself, without
anyone really helping me, the problem solving of
becoming a photographer. And I found that, in looking
back, this particular thing about problem solving is
something that schools generally don’t teach you, and
that if you can develop a kind of generalised approach
to problem solving, it’s surprising how it helps you in
anything. And that most of the deficiencies you see
around you in people that, say, you don’t think
particularly are doing their job right, I generally find
it's just that they don’t have a good approach to
problem solving. They don’t consider all the
possibilities. They don’t prepare themselves with the
right information and so forth. So, I think that
photography, though it seemed like a hobby and
ultimately led to a professional job, might have been
more valuable than doing the proper things in school.

“I graduated in 1945, when all the GIs were pouring back
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on the GI Bill. And I had a 67 average, and it turned out
there wasn’t any college in the United States, even of the
lowest calibre, which would take a student with less than a
75 average in that year. So, I couldn’t get into college.

“In retrospect, it was tremendously fortunate that [
didn’t get into college, because what happened is that
I developed myself as a photographer, and prior to
graduating high school I sold two picture stories to
Look. One was about a teacher at my high school,
named Mr Traister, who taught English, and he used
to dramatise Shakespeare. He would read the parts and
act it out, and he made it very interesting. I also sold
them a picture of a news dealer sitting in 170th Street
on the Grand Concourse, two blocks away from Taft
High School, where 1 went, with all the headlines
saying Roosevelt Dies or FDR Dead. And he was
sitting there looking depressed. And they liked this
picture and used it in a whole series about Roosevelt,
and it was sort of the final picture of the series.

“My father, who was an alumni at NYU uptown, took
me to see the dean and said, “This is my son and [ was
a student here’, and so forth, and nothing worked. So |
started going to city college at night under the hope that
if I got a B average for so many credits, I could then get

RPS Journal September 2006

TASCHEN's Press Clipping
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developed myself as a
photographer

into day school. But within about, I don’t know, a few
weeks of this, [ was down at Look with some other
pictures, and there was an extremely nice picture editor
there. Her name was Helen O’Brien, and the managing
editor at the time was Jack Gunther, who was later
killed in the Bryce Canyon, Utah, plane crash, and she
asked me what I was doing and I told her, you know,
nothing, and she said she thought she might be able to
get me a job as an apprentice photographer. So I went
up to see Jack Gunther and I got a job.

“I was apprenticed at Look for six months, and then [
became a staff photographer, and I was there for four
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vears until the age ot 21. And, of course, that would
have been the period I'd have spent in college, and 1
think that what I learned and the practical experience,
in every respect, including photography, in that four-
year period exceeded what I could have learned in
school. And also, getting out of school, T can’t
remember what was the particular turning point, I
began to read and, within a relatively short period of
time, caught up with where | probably should have
been had I had a modicum of interest in things in high
school. Because, after all, before you're 12 or 13, how
many serious books can you read? So, | only really
blew four years of part-time reading. So, in retrospect,
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[ don’t feel that [ missed veading that many books, and
I felt that I caught up pretty quickly when T became
interested in things in general.

“Like everybody else, I was always very interested
in movies, and I used to go to see see practically all the
films at the Museum of Modern Art and the Thalia. At
that time, when I was a teenager. the so-called art
house didn’t really exist to the extent it does now. It
was the postwar Italian, the Rossellini pictures, which
brought the art houses into existence.

“A friend of mine Alex Singer, who subsequently
has become a film director, was working as an office
boy on (the film) The March of Time, and he told me
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that it cost $40,000 to make, and it was only a one-
reeler. And [ said to him, *Gee, that’s a lot of money.
I can’t believe it costs that much to make, you know,
eight or nine minutes of film’. So, I called up Eastman
Kodak and checked on the price of film. And then I
called up the laboratory to find out how much it cost
to develop it. Then I checked en how much it cost to
renl 35mm movie cameras. And then I checked the
cost of the other facilities, sound and editing and so
forth. And I forget what it added up to, but it was
something like ... that I could do a documentary film,
with an original music score and everything, for about
$3500. So I thought, ‘Gee, if they’re making these
pictures for $40,000 and I can make them for $3500,
surely T must be able to sell them and at least get my
money back, and probably make a profit’. In fact, we
thought we could make a considerable profit.

“So1rented a 35mm Eyemo, a spring-wound camera
which produces a professional picture, and I did a
documentary film about a boxer named Walter
Cartier, who 1 had previously done a picture story for
Look about. It was called Day of the Fight. 1 did
everything. Alex helped me, carried lights around and
assisted, and another friend of mine, Gerald Fried,
who subsequently has become a professional movie
composer, did a film score. I got the whole thing
finished for $3900.

“And then we began (o take it around to the various
companies to sell it. They all liked it, but we were
offered things like $1500-2500. And at ene point I
said to them, *Christ, why are you offering us so little
for this? You know. one-reel shorts get more than
$40,000". And they said, “You must be crazy!” And I
said, *“Why do you think that?” So I told them about
The March of Time. And shortly after that, The March
of Time went out of business. Anyway, [ finally sold
the film to RKO-Pathé, which is no longer in business
either, for about $100 less than it cost me 10 make.

“I know it was a small loss, but I had the pleasure of
seeing it shown. I went to the Paramount Theater,
where it was playing with some Ava Gardner, Robert
Mitchum picture and, it was very exciting to see it on
the screen, and it got a nationwide and worldwide
distribution. Everybody liked it and they thought it
was good, and I thought I'd get millions of offers - of
which I got none to do anything.

S0, I made another documentary, this time dbout a
flying priest, Father Stadtmueller or something, in
New Mexico, who flew a Piper Cub around to Indian
parishes, and RKO thought it was a colourful subject.
And so T went there pretty much on my own again,
made this short, and still nothing was happening.

“They gave me $1500, out of which I had to pay for
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the film, travel, and everything. I made nothing. I
think I lost money on that too. But I had been making a
reasonably goud salary at Look for four years, so I had
a certain amount of money and I was still working.

“Then [ found out how much feature films were being
made for ... you know, mitlions, and I calculated 1 could
make a feature film for about $10,000. T had no costs. [
mean, at this point I was the whole crew, cameraman,
assistant cameraman, director, everything. 1 could get
actors to work for practically nothing, and a friend of mine
in the Village did a script, which was termrible, sort of dull,
undramatic but very, very serious - an allegorical story
about four soldiers from an unnamed country lost behind
enemy lines, trying to find their way home again.

“And, of course, I totally failed to recognise what I
didn’t know about making films. I just thought, “Well,
Christ, there really can’t be very much more to making
a feature film, and I certainly couldn’t make one worse
than the films that I keep seeing every week’, and,
‘Well, these other two things have turned out pretty
well’. But they were documentaries, and I wasn't
satisfied to just make an interesting film. [ wanted it to
be a very poetic and meaningful Gilm.

“I got the film made but it was very, very dull, and it
got an art house distribution. It was called Fear and
Desire, distributed by Joseph Burstyn, who first
brought in Rossellini’s pictures. It got a few reasonably
good reviews. Mark Van Doren was very Kind about it.
And it had a few good moments in it, but with the
exception of one or two of the actors, they were all
terrible, and I knew nothing about directing actors. It
never, never retuned a penny of its investment,

“It opened at the Guild Theater in New York and,
while it was still playing, I decided I'd better get
another script very fast and try to promote some more
money on the strength of just the fact that the thing
was playing, because it wasn’t apparent (o me how [
was going to earn a living. Again, not one single offer
ever to do anything, from anybody.”

Kubrick’s next film, Killer's Kiss, was bought by
United Artists, which in turn commissioned The
Killing, and the rest, as they say, is history. One of the
most pivotal directors in the history of film, Kubrick’s
work is recognisable for its intelligence and dedication
to craft over a range of genres, from science fiction
(2001: A Space Odyssev), war (Paths of Glory, Full
Meial Jacket), historical drama (Barry Lyndon), tragi-
comedy (Dr Strangelove), to horror (The Shining) and
dystopia (A Clockwaork Qrange).

Born 1928, Kubrick began shooting his last film,
Eyes Wide Shut, in 1999, returning to filmmaking afler
a 10-year absence. He died in his sleep on March 7,
1999, soon after turning in his final cut of the film.
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