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American culture celebrates the ‘independent’, the rebel, the maverick. Cinema history records many who have been given the title despite widespread recognition of the impossibility of being ‘independent’ in the film industry. Above all, film is a collaborative medium – and a relatively expensive one in which to express a ‘personal vision’. There are few filmmakers who even approach real independence. Orson Welles might be one. John Cassavetes is another and for succeeding generations of young American independent filmmakers, he has been an inspiration.





John Cassavetes was born in New York in 1929 to Greek parents. Unlike many first and second generation immigrants to the US, he kept his name when he began to work across theatre, television and films in New York in the early 1950s. Cassavetes got several lead roles in television drama in the early 1950s, working with directors who would eventually move to Hollywood. He also met some of the close collaborators in his later career, such as future partner Gena Rowlands, on these shows. In 1956, his second film performance was as the lead in Don Siegel’s Crime on the Streets alongside Sal Mineo. (Cassavetes had already played the role under Sidney Lumet’s direction on television.) This was followed by Edge of the City (1957) with Cassavetes starring alongside Sidney Poitier for Martin Ritt. Having established himself as a powerful young actor working with the best talent in New York,  Cassavetes could have followed contemporaries such as Paul Newman, Rod Steiger and James Dean out of television and into major studio pictures – but he wanted to make films himself.





Cassavetes was interested primarily in acting and in finding ways in which to create films that would give freedom to actors. His first film, Shadows, explored improvisation in both acting and direction. Ideas for the film came from the acting workshops he ran and some of the money came from his success as ‘Johnny Staccato’ on a hit television crime series and from donations by listeners to a New York radio station. Shadows depicted the lives of three young members of an African-American family, two of whom could ‘pass’ for white and all of whom struggled to find a social world in which they might belong. With its Charlie Mingus soundtrack and lightweight camera capturing scenes in New York streets, parks and clubs, Shadows was a fresh and vital film – despite the inexperience of cast, director and crew. The story of the film’s making was as important as its presentation of New York life. Initially shot cheaply and screened just for friends in 1957, it then saw scenes re-shot, dialogue dubbed and a commercial release print achieved by 1959.    





Although Shadows didn’t immediately find an American distributor (because of its content), it was shown at the Venice Film Festival and Cassavetes was offered the chance to direct Hollywood studio pictures. He made two studio films but quickly became disillusioned by the constraints imposed by the conventional studio approach. Returning to acting, he is remembered for performances against Lee Marvin in The Killers (1964) and the Dirty Dozen (1967) and as the wannabe actor husband in Rosemary’s Baby (1968). Roles like these (and many smaller roles) helped pay the bills whilst Cassavetes put together the ‘personal films’ such as Faces (1968), Husbands (1970) and A Woman Under the Influence (1974) that made his name as a director.





Actors, characters and the camera


Cassavetes admitted (1961) that when he first began to shoot Shadows he fell in love with the camera and neglected his actors. He quickly recognised his mistake and the ‘re-shoots’ restored the primacy of the actors and their presentation of emotional relationships. Throughout his career, Cassavetes used a mobile camera with relatively long takes, direct sound and sometime abrupt edits. In the earlier films there is a tension between how the camera shows the action and how the actors develop their characters. In the later films, the camerawork and editing more clearly serve the performances. It is the primacy of the actors’ presentation of complex emotions that distinguishes Cassavetes’ work from mainstream Hollywood. The films do not offer stories in which familiar characters are developed within conventional narrative structures. Instead, the actors create complex characters from ‘life’ – just as the Italian neo-realist director Roberto Rossellini advocated. But rather than characters from ‘social reality’, Cassavetes used his own experience. It was only in his later films that Cassavetes shifted attention from a group of characters to individuals in more clearly defined cinematic spaces – Ben Gazzara as the club owner in The Killing of the Chinese Bookie (1976) and Gena Rowlands as the stage actor in Opening Night (1977).     





Personal filmmaking often means strong relationships between writer/director, actors and crew. As well as Rowlands and Gazzara, Cassavetes worked consistently with Peter Falk, Seymour Cassel and also with his mother Katherine Cassavetes. The crew on a Cassavetes film was more varied, but an indication of working methods is the presence of colleagues like Al Ruban, occasionally an actor, but more often a cinematographer or co-producer. The films have a kind of ‘family’ feel – rather than a ‘commercial product’. It isn’t necessarily a happy family. The films aren’t easy to watch, but once engagement is made they offer audiences an emotional experience which is rich and meaningful. Afterwards, American Cinema never looks quite the same again. 





Further reading


Cassavetes 1961 quote from the notes included in the Optimum Box Set, The John Cassavetes Collection.


http://people.bu.edu/rcarney/cassavetes/


http://www.filmref.com/directors/dirpages/cassavetes.html


There are many articles on Cassavetes available via a search on www.sensesofcinema.com





Film note written by Roy Stafford





























