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" Making a film is a cross between a circus. a milita ry 
campai gn, a ni ghtmare. an o rgy. and a hi gh."'- No rman 
Mailer 

" In the room the women co me a nd go"- T . S. Eliot. 
The loi·e Song of J. Alfred Pru/rock 

Directing 
Deathbed 

hv John Walter 
Ted Samore. filmmak er. is a ::-enior a t l ' TI majorin g 

in fndividual Studirs with an r mphasis in film and a 
minor in art. After nearl y a two year p:e rmination. hi s 
16mm sy nchronous ·otrnd film DPathbed. is read y for the 
screen. Though it is hi s mot ambitious film yet. amore'$ 
two prev ious 8mm productions ha ve not ~one unnoticed. 
Both have seen freq uent loca l t>xhibition. and Clnuds ha~ 
been shown on te levisio n. At the U nive rsi ty o f fowa's 
annual Refocus Film Festiva l, in 1970. What I Did f,ast 
Summer by Billy S won the Grand Prize. the Samuel 
Fu ll er Award a nd the John f ord Award, and in 1972, 
Clouds rated the Four tar Masterpi ece. 

Deathbed is not the usual kind of s ta ged evrnt done 
to film. One mi ght obse rve that the ca mera has an 
exi stential fun ction. that of positioning the viewe r directl y 
into the role of thr main character. Throughout the r n
tire film the camera mainta ins ( indeed fore-rs) a sub
jective point o f view that probes the mind 's depths of 
memory, loneliness a nd dea th . The audien ce i the dying 
man who in the spacrs between darkness and a coma
induced Oash watches hi s mother , wife a nd nur e pass 
throu gh hi s eve r-dimmin g li ght of vision. 

filmmakin g is almost universa ll y recognized as a co l
lective effort o f man y tal ents and technical resource . 
Still. it is commonly the director who is see n as th r 
artist,ic foundation of the filmmakin g mili eu. And t·,·e n 
thou gh it isn' t necessa ry for a viewe r to ana lyze a nd 
unde r land th e filmm aker's { or di rector's) ro le. hi s use 
of people, machines a nd technique, a clo~e r look a t a film 
through hi s eyes should enhance a pprecia ti on o f the film 
and la y bare ome of the myster ies o f film production. 

The followin g is an a bhrev iation of an extensive dis
cu~sion with Ted Samorr about Deathbed. 

JW: What are some of the thin gs that went wrong when 
yo u firs t tri ed to ·hoot thi s film last yea r [Christmas 
brrak of 19711 ? 
TS: We were plagued with techni ca l diffi culties ri ght 
away. The Magnasyn.c reco rder I so und unit eparate from 
camera I didn ' t work at firs t. The set wasn ' t nearly as 
elaborate as it is in the film . for instance. the body of 
the man didn't r· ven have a rms on it and f don't know 
how we would have wo rked that. Several times when we'd 
get there wr were pi ckin g up interference on our wireless 
mike from a radio talion. On another day the mi cro
phone batterie didn 't work for us. We didn ' t spend 
nea rly enou gh time on rehea rsa l. We had a tou gh time 
gettin g a new together . .. we had onl y three rehea rsals 
before hootin g one sce ne. That's not enou gh time at all 
but we went ahead and tri ed it. Thankfull y. it didn't 
·ome o ff. 
JW: ls it partly a matte r o f gettin g used to the 16mm 
equipment? 
TS: Yes . .. We learned a lot o f things to help us do it 
the second time. The equipmen t was ove r there I on the 
·et ) three weeks be fore we started shooting. 1 test ran the 
eq uipment three weeks ahead of time. Before we didn' t 
run tests on th e Magnasync recorder until the day before 
we tarted shooting. 

Al so. I lea rned a lot about direction. The most direct
in g l had done before was in Clouds in whi ch [ was the 
ma in characte r l read Stani slavski and other direc
tors' comments an d interviews. That helped quite a bit. 
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JW: What was happening with the script ? 
TS: Ea rl y thi s fall. in September, the incompletC's were 
weighing heavi ly. Russ WasC'n dorf was out of school an d 
couldn't devote time to supervising. Finally I dec ided 
to rew rit e the scr ipt. Looking back on it ... T should 
show you the original script. Incredibl y dumb. [ laughterl 
I'd hat e to put that on film . The scene with the wife was 
insipid. It ended originally not with the wife pleading to 
her husband " don't ]pave me." but readin g P salms 23 
from her Biblr then halfway throu gh starling to cry. 

This fall. when T dec ided to rewrite the script. I took 
a long walk, . a seven hour walk with just a notebook. I 
tri ed lo establi sh exactly what I was thinkin g about at 
that moment in my life : what things bothered me. I 
thou ght and wrote about being irret rievC'ably alone. A 
lot of things about love C'ame lo the film ... people in
terrelatin g, about death. about my attitude toward dea th. 

The scene with the wife was the worst part of the 
first script. I saw no point to the flashba.ck and had to 
think of a new way to use it. T rearranged the story and 
came up with the opening shot. and how it was go in g 
to progress. Then the rest of the fall I spent revisin g the 
scenes with the nurse and the wif P, and the final scPne 
where the man di es. Whenever I got tired of revisin g 
the script I'd think. " hell I'll leave it as it is. At least I'm 
learnin g something. If nothing elsC' it'll be an exercise." 
I always seemed Lo fall back on that kind of attitude 
when thin gs were go ing poorly. 

The resea rch was insuffi cient before; there were things 
left out and thin gs that were blatantly inappropriate and 
fal se . 
JW: What kept you attracted Lo the film? 
TS: Ah, well, the idea of the film did, the whole' idea 
of a subjective view of death. I saw that as bC'ing poten
tiall y a good movie. Also T neC'ded a 16mm film before' 
I fini shed here. T just wanted lo get a 16mm film don e. 
It was a drive lo make a movie. 
JW: What influences-film s. literature, drama, other 
directors-have you brought to Deathbed? 
TS: Quite a few. The two bi g ones are Ingmar Bergman 
and Samuel Beckett. The cript. you know, is not all mine. 
Russ conceived the idea. inspired by Beckett's Film. He 
wanted a film that attempts lo fore go normal filmi c and 
dramati c methods that tend lo once remove the audience 
from a personal identity with the action. The film is you; 
it's real. Originally we thou ght of not turnin g the house 
li ghts on at the end of the film , letting it go black and 
stay black. As well as trying to express ourselves there is 
a concern for audience involvement. 
JW: So you began thinking more about the perceptual 
and mental activity of the viewer? 
TS: Yes, much more so. Clouds was a bi g ca tharsis; 
I needed so much lo make a movie that when I was mak
ing ii I had littl e thou ght about the audience. But with 
Deathbed I think we got more Lo the essence of film. 

Jerzy Kosinski influenced me. I was so impressC'd 
with Steps and The Painted Bird, the implicity and 
lucidity of hi s lan guage. I wanted the words themselves 
lo be full of description and brief, very brief. 
JW: The setup and direction of the first scene with the 
littl e boy was fairly compli catC'd . [The shot beg ins on a 
flow er, the camera doll ys {moves) in a circular fa shion 
and finall y slops on a small boy who is lookin g at a 
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flower. Called by hi s mothC'f. who is barely seen in the 
di stance, he turns and runs toward her. As he runs, the 
shot di ssolves to next scene.7 
TS: I spent two WC'eks scouting locations to get a place 
where I could set up our dolly track. I needed the sun 
behind the camera, a telephoto shot over a great di stance, 
a grass line no more than two feet high, electrical out
lets, and a place as far from the sounds of the city as I 
could get. I wanted the camera to circle the flower and 
the only way to do that was with the camera staying al 
a perfect IC'vel. the lens hei ght exactly 2 ft. 8 in. off the 
ground because that's the same hei ght the boy's eyes are. 
We had a cameraman , two men pushing the dolly, myself, 
the boy and hi s mother involved in the shot. The building 
of the dolly track is a story in itself. When I explained 
it to David Ferguson. who built it, he said, "Oh, I can 
put it together in about 4 hours." It took us nearly four 
days. 

In order to attract the boy's attention during the shot 
so I could get him Lo look at the flower, I had my head 
situated in direct line between him and the flower so that 
when he looked at me he had to look at the flower. And 
all that time I was makin g faces at him, talking to him, 
entertaining him. The timing was very important because 
you could lose hi s attention so quickly. One time he just 
walked off the set. Most of the time we spent bribing him 
with candy, but after three hours candy doesn't work 
anymore. A plane flew over us once and he said, point,ing, 
"ooh look at the plane, look at the plane," and I'd say 
"ooh look at the flower, look at the flower." It was a 
mi stake to use a two year-old child. 
JW: What about preparation for the shooting on the set 
in Baker Hall? 
TS: Rehearsal s consisted of just the actress, Mary or 
Loui se, a tape recorder or video tape recorder, and my
self. By the end of the rehearsals with Mary, we were 
breaking the monologue into phrases on the video re
co rder, playing it over and over again. She could grow 
from that kind of detailed analysis. With Louise we'd take 
it according lo groups of thought on the Lape recorder. 

Then there was the matter of linin g up the crew, 
which consisted of a cameraman, the director actresses, 
two "bouncers," [ for quietin" the building·! the sound 
engineer and a catch-all man who does the production 
photography, the continuity work and the clapboard. So 
the ni ght before I lined up the crew and prepared the 
equipment- loading the magaz ine. cleanin g the room, 
making sure all the props were ready and cleaning the 
tape re.cordC'r ... just a ge neral practice run which took 
a couple hour . 

2

Free!, Vol. 1, No. 2 [1973], Art. 27

https://scholarworks.uni.edu/free/vol1/iss2/27



J\V: Could you descrilw some of what. was involwd in 
se lling up a shooting da\·. takin g for example the first 
~C'PIH' with tlw nurse? 
TS: YPs. First thP praC'ti cP the ni ght lw fore. mainl y to 
test thP equipmPnl. I fini shed a t aboul I a.m. Then hom r 
for a couplP of hours 9f slee p. T was on the set firs t. a bout 
C>: :--\0. making final preparations . In ha lf an hour or so 
Russ camp in and worked on th e canwra. then the so und 
engineer to set up hi s tapes . Late r. lhP production phot og
raphe r. and I oriented · him as to how J wanLPd th P pie
turf's taken and when he could lake them. Fina lly. the 
bouncf'rs . They'd di stribute th f' ir paraphenalia. lor-k th e 
hall doors and see if anybody was in th P placP. and if 
~o. ask t hf' m to pl ease bP qu if' t. 

W P shot th f' es ta bli shin g sce nf' of th e room before thf' 
aC'lrPss arriYed. It's essential that th e crPw mPmbers and 
lhf' actress arP thPrf' for th f' )past amount of tim e poss ible 
and that distribution of labor is fa irly Pqual amon g thf' 
crew in ordPr to achieYP alPrtnPss. I did as mu ch as T 
could to isolatf' the actrf'ss from the crPw. In spPakin g 
with h f' r prior to shootin g J wouldn't )pt hPr stra y from 
thf' subj f'c t at hand. that of ac tin g th f' rol e. unlPss it was 
obvious to mP shf' nPPdPd somf' minor rf' li f' f from tlw 
tf'n s ion. After th f' f' stabli shin g shot thP actrPss came in 
for a prac-ti cf' takf' a nd thrn ldt th f' ro om. WP doubl e 
chPckPd th P cquipmPnt and thP set. The actress camp back 
and Wf' took li ght readin gs on he r face. Tlwn she le ft 
again and we'd take in cid f' nt li ght readin ;rs . Within tPn 
minulf's she would come back. T'd ca ll for sikn ce a nd th en 
th e boun ce rs. would qui et thin gs if any noi se was ap
parent. 
JW: Let's run throu gh thP take . 
TS: Ok. Clapboard man ready, doo r shut. boun ce rs 
read y a nd the actrpss is s tandin g thrrP. T say "sound." ' 
and the so und eng ineer ypll s "set." T say "camrra" a nd 
the cameraman says "set. " Tlw n J say " roll sound." A 
four or five seco nd dPl ay until th e reco rd er hits so und 
s1)('ed and th en th e sound engi nee r ye ll s out "spePd." Call 
for ca mera . Two or three eco nds then camerama n says 
"spePd." T give a nod to th P clapboard man. He an wers 
"scPne 3 take l." closf'S the board on camera th en walks 
out of th e pi cture. Then T say " action." From now on th e 
take begins. T nod my head to th e actress and she makes 
her entrance. 
JW: How many tak es o f th a t scene did yo u do? Wha t 
was the cost ? 
TS: The re we rP eight takPs a lt ogP th er. fou r that day 
which Wf' la te r fou nd ou t to be undPrPXposed. $ 100 for 

the one mornin g. 
J\V: How ma ny shootin g da ys wPrP thrre on thP sPt in 
Bake r H a ll? 
TS: The first da y was December 19th. Five da ys ovf'r a 
month 's pniod. This time, th f' cathars is came not when 
Wf' fini shed shootin g, but when I brokf' the sf't. That was 
a joy and a relid: to look a l that empty room and know 
that I'd neve r have to go hack there again. 
JW: Thf'n the editin g? 
TS: [t wasn' t as creati vP as the editin g for Clouds. 
Mainl y I had to work out the techni cal troubles. 
J\V: How do mu mea n that? 
TS: For in sta,;ce [ didn't have an interlo ck system bP
twee n th e proj ec tor and the Magnasync recorder. So J 
couldn't sy nchronize sound and picture. You wouldn' t 
bPli evP how ma ny times I've projected the film , markin g 
it with a g rease pencil , co untin g fram es. timing it with 
a s top-watch to the Ma;rnasy nc. 
JW: So you've had to improvi se your own mechanical 
system for editin g. 
TS: Yes, that's what 's taken thP time. I was dela yed by 
it. the m echa ni cal compli ca tions. 
JW: What was inrnlvPd aftpr editin g ? 
TS: When I fin a ll y got th e titl es I se nt thPm to th e 
la boratorv in Kansas City. They precePded m y vi s it by 
tll'o or three days. Tlw lab th en film ed the titles according 
to my stipul a tion . ThPy a lso conformed thP ori g inal film 
accordin g to the edit Pd workprint. I spen t lwo days super
Yi sin g the entire process . 
JW: What were th e lahora lo ry costs in Ka nsas City for 
th e two da ys? 
T S: A bout $1400. 
JW: Tota l cost for the film? 
TS: $2400 fo r four prints. 
JW : Wha t do you see as th e bi ggest problem 111 film
makin g? 
T S : Fo r mP it's µ;P ttin g mo,wy. th a t's all. 
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