CHARLIE KAUFMAN

Charlie Kaufman has become one of the most recognized writers in Hollywood, thanks to his quirky Oscar-nominated films; Being John Malkovich (in the Original Screenplay category) and Adaptation (in the Adapted Screenplay category). His latest film, Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, reunites him with Michel Gondry, who made his feature directorial debut with Kaufman’s story, Human Nature. This time the pair tackle the provocative idea of being able to erase someone from your memory. In the film, Kate Winslet and Jim Carrey play Clementine and Joel, a couple who break up and then Joel finds out that he’s been erased from Clementine’s mind. When he decides to undergo the same process but changes his mind midway through, he tries to outsmart the procedure and rediscover his love for Clementine.

Did you write the dialogue to be spoken in a particular way?

My idea of Clementine was that she talked really fast, to the point of railroading anybody she was with, so in the script her monologues were really long and some of them got cut for time but she was always supposed to be a fast-talker and Joel never got a word in.

How difficult was it to balance the physical requirements of a script with the original idea?

It exists as a story, but you are making something with real people in a real world and it was a struggle because I wanted it to be as memory-like as possible and the director and I had a lot of conversations about how best to achieve that. I think we came to a good understanding that you see in the film.

Where did the idea come from?

Michel Gondry had a friend who had an idea to send people cards that say ‘you’ve been erased from so-and-so’s memory’ and Michel came to me and asked if I wanted to work on a story based on that and we pitched the story about a relationship and that was the genesis.

How involved were you in shooting?

I’m really involved in pre-production and post-production and on the set there isn’t a hell of a lot for a writer to do. They would call me in California to come to New York if there was a scene at issue and we’d discuss it and I’d rewrite it, but otherwise I had other stuff to do, so I was very involved in casting and then editing.

How did Jim’s name come up?

He read the script and he called us and said he wanted to do the movie. My first reaction was ‘I don’t know.’ I really like Jim Carrey but I didn’t see him for this type of part but when I met Jim Carrey, at the first rehearsal, he was very quiet and very present and gentle and I was very terrified meeting him, as I am with most famous people, but as soon as I saw him and talked, I really liked him and Michel and I both thought that was the Jim we wanted to be Joel. So one of the things Michel asked him to do in this movie was not wear any makeup, so he could look like he looked when he was a regular guy, and he agreed to it. 

What is your routine when you write?

I don’t have any rules or routines. I have an office and I have a lot of stalling that goes on because I get stuck a lot! It took me a long time to write this script and you just keep working until you come up with the idea that is right and that is usually a long time coming for me.

Was this movie very hard to write because Joel was so ordinary?

I’m not sure that I write extraordinary or ordinary characters so I don’t know. I’m ordinary so it wasn’t hard. Is it hot in here – I’m sweating! It’s embarrassing because I know everyone is thinking, ‘he is really like that Charlie Kaufman in Adaptation - just like the movie!’ (nervous laugh)

Is there more pressure on you after all the success? 

It’s not hard; I don’t think about it because I’ve come to the conclusion that failure is to be sought, not avoided, so if you go into something thinking you’re going to fail and that it is good to fail - because you’re trying to do something you haven’t seen done and most times you do that you’re going to fail - then I’m perfectly happy failing. I’d rather see somebody else’s failure that is sincere and has integrity than some polished piece of crap!

How much could you relate to Joel’s journey through psychological trauma to love?

I’m very careful to write scripts that don’t do tell you what to feel, but it’s true that one has to put yourself in a situation of vulnerability if you want to have an experience in the world.

How would you describe your writing style?

I think it is for someone else to say, but I don’t set out to have a particular style.

Are you aware people have an expectation of a ‘Charlie Kaufman’ movie?

I don’t know, but it’s out of my control. If people liked the movie they are very nice to me and if they didn’t, they avoid me!

How do you feel when you see the finished movie?

It’s hard because I’m so involved with editing and seeing the dailies, by the time the movie is done, those are the characters and I don’t remember what Joel looked like when I was conceiving him because the actors have taken over completely. 

What do you think about erasing someone from your memory?

I don’t think I would do it but there isn’t anybody I’d want to erase – although the day is young! It’s a fun idea but secondary to the whole relationship between the characters.

What do you look to for inspiration?

I read a lot of books about how memory works and sometimes I’ve gotten a kind of design, a conceptual thing I’m thinking of and I try to find books that utilize similar things so I can be inspired to think in a certain way - but usually not directly involved with what I’m writing about.

What would you suggest to someone who wants to be a screenwriter and needs advice?

I think everything depends on what you are interested in. If you’re interested in writing big Hollywood blockbusters you’d be given different advice than if you wanted to make small independent films. If your intention is to write blockbusters, you’d watch a lot of blockbusters and figure out what people want to see in those things and you do it. What I do for myself is I think of what I’m interested in and what seems true to me and I try to stay with that throughout the process and if something feels false, I try and remove it and stick in something that feels true.

How do you get such eclectic casts for your films?

Every once in a while I get a call that some actor or actress wants to meet with me and I say no, not to be rude, but I’m not going to write a part for anybody. After there is a script if they want to talk about it, it is usually to the director and not me.

Would you direct?

I’m thinking about trying to do that at some point. It may be really unnatural but we’ll see!
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