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Miloš Forman Dialogue with Scott Foundas, 2008 
 
 
 
Scott Foundas:  
We're here at the Walker Arts Center for a Regis Dialogue with filmmaker Miloš Forman. We'll be discussing 
the career of this remarkable director, who's made low budget films in his native Czechoslovakia, big budget 
films, Oscar winning films, at the Hollywood studios, but whose true mastery is that wherever he points his 
camera, he finds a window into the human soul. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Miloš Forman's life has instilled in him a deep sense of irony, and the fragility of existence, as well as a feeling 
of nonconformity. He is one of the cinema's restless vagabond poets, and if he has never made a directly 
autobiographical film, he has likewise never done anything that is less than deeply personal or lacking in his 
full life force. Look closely, and Forman is everywhere in his films. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
I'm Scott Foundas, film critic for the LA Weekly, and I'll be your guide through Forman's work. We now begin 
our Regis Dialogue with Miloš Forman. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Can't see anybody. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
I want to start, Miloš, by saying that I think one of the things that's rather remarkable about your body of work 
is that whether we're talking about small films that you were making in Czechoslovakia in the beginning of 
your career or the sometimes enormous scale productions that you made in Hollywood later on, that we can 
find a lot of continuities among these films in terms of what they're about, the types of characters who frequent 
them, and that also there are a lot of parallels between these films and these characters, and things in your 
own life, that there's a wonderful, personal quality to your films from beginning to end. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
I think a good place to start might be to talk a little bit about your life, and your life before you became a 
filmmaker. You've said that from the age of 10 to the age of 45 you lived out of a suitcase. Ten is a bit early 
to start with that, but maybe you can explain how this long itinerant journey of yours from Czechoslovakia to 
America began. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well 10 was exactly the age when I got the bug. I really developed my passion for being a director. I don't 
know if I can say it, but ... I don't believe this story myself. But it's true. I was 10 years old. My brother who is 
12 years older than I am, He was a set designer in a small touring theater company, and every time they 
were into town where I was living at the time, that moment he took my backstage. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
I was 10 years old, little kid. Nobody paid any attention to me so I spent all the evenings in the ladies dressing 
room. I was fascinated. 
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Scott Foundas:  
Like the young Bob Fosse. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Yeah, they were changing costumes in front of me and the fragrance of makeup and everything, they were 
like goddesses to me, these singers and dancers, operetta, fluffy, music, you know. I noticed that there is 
one man there who all these goddesses are looking up to like he was a super god. I asked my brother, "Who's 
the man?" He said, "Oh, he's a director." That was it. I want to be a director. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
But 10 is also the age in which your mother was taken away by the Gestapo, your father had already been 
taken away. What happened to you after that? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Also I learned how to ... That's a very good school for future filmmakers, how to live out of a suitcase because 
I spent the rest of the war years, one of these wars in the last century, living with relatives or friends of my 
parents. After the war, I went and lived for four years in the boarding school for the people, kids, orphans by 
the war. Also I saw my first movies because before the war I saw only Snow White, I was six years old. 
Strangely enough I saw, one Sunday ... It was '38, the clouds of Nazi was already hanging over 
Czechoslovakia, so it was a patriotic thing. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
My parents took me one Sunday afternoon to see ... And it was '38. It was a silent version of the most popular 
Czech opera. It was better than you ever experienced. Because it's such a popular opera, everybody knows 
it, after a few moments, people started to sing with the silent film. It was such a magic. For me it was, "Oh, 
that's what the movies are about." You know, I show some photographs and people would sing. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So that was incredible. During the war nobody gave me money to see Nazi propaganda films, of course, so 
the first films after that I saw after the war. So I went to see silent movies. That was instrumental for my 
passion for movie making. Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, Laurel & Hardy, Harold Lloyd, Ben Turpin, you 
name them all. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Then faithful to my ideas of dominating the operetta, stars and super-ettas, I applied to the drama school to 
become a theater stage director. Unfortunately or fortunately for me I was not accepted, so I applied to the 
film school instead for the screenwriting department. Spending four years, five years, and seeing hundreds 
of films, talking until 4:00, 5:00 in the morning with your friends from the school you develop passion. That's 
how it all started. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Then I wrote some screenplays which were made into films by other directors, which I'm not saying that they 
are better or worse what I thought, but hey were different from how I saw it when I wrote the screenplay. So 
I tried to do my own screenplays myself as a director. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well I think some people who have been coming to the retrospective have already seen Black Peter, and 
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that was a film that was partly inspired by one of these situations you found yourself in when you were living 
with relatives, if I'm not mistaken. That you were living with an uncle who was a grocer and you became this 
kind of plain clothes security kind of person. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
No, I was not watching somebody who steals, I was stealing myself the sauerkraut. I loved to sit in the back 
room and here in one barrel there is sauerkraut and here is a pound of sugar. So you take this. It was 
wonderful, wonderful. No, but that was my experience. My uncle owned a small grocery store and I spent all 
afternoons after school there, watching these people like that. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Then Black Peter was written. It was a novel written by Papousek, a friend of mine, in the same new year but 
we transformed it into the ‘60s situation, when the communists in full force was dominating all the economies, 
everything was nationalized. Of course when something is nationalized people steal like crazy. Because it 
doesn't belong to anybody, it belongs to us. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well, I want to take a look at our first clip of the evening which is from your second full length feature film, 
which was Loves of a Blonde. This is a scene that I think, we'll talk about it afterwords, but for people who 
haven't seen the film, it's from quite late in the film. A young girl who's had a one night fling with a piano 
player that she meets in a dance hall has taken him up on a somewhat offhand remark that she should come 
and see him. When she shows up, he's not there, but his parents are and we pick up in this scene shortly 
thereafter. 
 
[Clip] 
 
Scott Foundas:  
There's a few things I want to ask about that scene. One is that, it's something that's really recurring in all of 
your early films and in some of the later ones too, which is this attempt of one generation to understand the 
other or the failure of one generation to understand the other. Parents, and children. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
In Black Peter, you have the father constantly berating the son for being a layabout and not wanting to do 
hard work. I'm wondering if the fact that you yourself had all of these adoptive parents and different living 
situations, if you had a special insight into these kind of relationships because you have lost your own parents 
and you were witnessing so many other kind of situations, different family situations as you went through 
your life. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, I'll assure you, I'll tell you, it's much easier to lose parents when you're a child then when you're an 
adult. Because as a child, you don't really realize what's happening. The finality of life, you don't comprehend 
it. So, on one hand, I was living with different families but I was watching what's going on there. It's a paradox, 
you know. People were nice to me because I was this poor orphan, you have to be nice to him or to my own 
child, I would be hard. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So it's an irony, a terrible irony, because of course ... So I had in some way easier life than the ones I lived 
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in a family and they had a son and daughter. My god, I wouldn't want to be in their place. But of course, later, 
after puberty when you start to realize what's happening and after the war. Because everybody sheltered me. 
Nobody told me, it was just, "Oh, your parents are in a camp, in a concentration camp." The only camp I 
knew was the Boy Scout Camp and nobody was telling me the horrors, which I learned after the war when I 
was reaching puberty and realized the tragedy. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
But at that times, it was a mixture of the tragedy and comedy I saw around myself. So I guess it's reflected 
somewhere. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well, even in that scene, because you have the comedy of this almost slapstick comedy that's going on in 
the bedroom and then the tragedy of what this girl, the realization that she's coming to. Her expression, 
there's almost no expression. It's almost like the old Lev Kulesho idea that if you show the man's face and 
the plate of food, he looks hungry. How were you working with these actors, a lot of whom were non 
professionals or first time people? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, these were all, except the main guy, he was a semi-professional because he was studying at the drama 
school, but all the others are ... The girl, that's the sister of my first wife. The father is the uncle of my camera 
man. The mother is a lady I met in a streetcar in Prague. So, it was like a home movie to make. It's wonderful 
when you know these people so well as I did. Knew sister of my wife and Mirak's uncle, that's wonderful 
because then you know what you can have them to do. When you gain their trust, it's wonderful. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
For example, they didn't know the script. Before every scene I said, "Listen, now you'll come and say 
something like this and this and this and you answer something like this." I knew the script by heart, and I 
was quoting exactly lines from the script I wanted them to say. But I said, "Something like this and this and 
this, and you say something like this and this and this. And we'll see, and if you forget you'd say it with your 
own words. Okay, let's shoot it. Action." 
 
Miloš Forman:  
It was wonderful, because they were following your thought. They couldn't remember exact wording, so they 
had to express it in their own personal way. That gives such a freshness and authenticity to everything. 
Sometimes they add things to it, which you even didn't dream about because improvisation sometimes ... 
Well, it's true, 90% of real improvisation is very boring. But that few percent, they're priceless. So that's the 
way we did this movie. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Now you mentioned before briefly this special school that you were in for war orphans. You had quite some 
illustrious classmates in that school, maybe you can mention and how they came to be there also. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, that was an interesting school. It was founded right after the war for this purpose, to give education to 
orphans after the war, so the government gave a lot of money. So, it became a wonderful space. It was a 
15th century castle. So the director of the school had means to hire the best teachers, the best things, and 
the school became envy of other parents who didn't have orphans. 
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Miloš Forman:  
So the push of course ... What happened was, one third of us were kids who were left without parents after 
the war, the other third were sons of the most powerful capitalists, and the last third was the sons of the most 
powerful communists. So this was a pretty volatile mixture, because some of the kids who were orphaned 
during the war were really wild kids, living in the woods and like that and like that. Then there was this class 
struggle started, the sons of capitalists against the sons of communists, like that. Václav Havel was there, 
Ivan Passer was there, and a few others. Chaz Iskolimovsky was there because his mother was a Polish 
cultural attache, big communist position for Poland and thing like that. It was nice. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
But you didn't last all that long there. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
No, it was a stupid prank. There was one kid which was quite a nice, quiet kid. His father was a big shot in 
communist party, big, big shot. I don't know if he was so stupid or so lazy. For what any one of us would be 
failed, he could go on and on because before the final conference his father always arrived and everything 
was fine. So we hated him. Unjustly, because we hated him because of his father, basically, what he was 
doing which was we felt so unjust. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So our revenge was that once a week or twice a week, we had a warm shower. We all went into the shower 
for 15 minutes, soap yourself and every time he soaps himself this kid we surrounded him and urinated on 
him. Because when you're under the shower, you don't feel it. He was washing so he couldn't see. One day 
my back was to the door in the middle of doing this revenge, suddenly I noticed that everybody else 
surrounding this guy turned quickly away, but I was there. I looked and there is standing the newly established 
communist watchdog among the professors. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
You know, I didn't take it seriously. It's just a prank, right? The next morning I go to the class and suddenly 
the door opened and here comes somebody and says, "Forman, visit the director of the school." So I go to 
the director of the school. He says, "Miloš, don't go back to your class. Pick up your things from your place, 
from your box in your bedroom, and leave. Leave, don't tell anybody you are going. Here you have the paper 
that you are leaving the school. Go." 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So I went. What I found out, that the communist watchdog considered that like a terrorism act. Us peeing on 
this guy was considered terrorism act. That would be very bad, so that's why I had to leave finishing school 
in Prague. Just my luck, I must say because I was in Prague. I was still last year at the school, I was 17 years 
old and I started this amateur theater with my friends. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Then you go to the film school. You mentioned you wrote some scripts for other people. You also worked for 
a while as an assistant director. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, it was after the school. I worked on the show which a brilliant man, Alfred Radok staged for the world 
exposition in Brussels. It was a big success in Brussels so when we came back to Prague, the show was put 
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on stage. It was so unique that is couldn't be in repertory theater. It had to play every night so every night 
some kind of revenue was coming back, some kind of royalties and the communist bosses were very nervous 
about it. So finally, they throw us all out so that they can replace our names and collect the royalties 
themselves. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So I was thrown out and disgraced to the extent that the only way to go back was to restart as the third 
assistant director, which I did and worked slowly my way up. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
So, in a strange turn of events, you were making two films at the same time. You were making Black Peter, 
but you were also making half of the film that's called Audition. How did that all come about? How did you 
get that start to transition from writing screenplays and assistant directing to doing your first feature? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, Audition, we started it as my own. I bought a 16 millimeter camera, very primitive, very heavy, clumsy 
camera and started to make a home movie for my friends who were running a small musical theater,. Because 
I thought, "Look." They were very apprehensive, "So when you will be 60 to 70 years old, you'll be happy to 
see yourself as young kids doing a theater". So they said, "All right, all right." 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So I started this film in an amateur way, with my own camera, with the record player which was not in sync 
with the camera. I don't know if any one of you saw this film, Audition, you can see the jumps because we 
had to synchronize the sound with the picture. When I had a lot of material on the camera, I showed it at the 
studio and fortunately I was lucky that the studio said, "Okay, we'll give you some money to finish it 
professionally." 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So that's what we did. Then I came with this Black Peter screenplay in the studio and they said, "Okay, well 
we only have this amount of money." So again, I had to go for nonprofessional actors, and like that, and in 
the colony where we were shooting the film, I wanted this man who was the conductor of a local brass band 
to be in the film to play the father. He was such a music enthusiast. He was the conductor of the brass band. 
He said, "Okay, okay, I'll do it, but you have to make a lot of film about brass band only." 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So I did the second half of Competition about the brass band to get the man in the film. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well, we're going to see a film clip with that actor, Jan Vostrcil, from the next film that you made after Loves 
of a Blonde, A Fireman's Ball, in which he plays a volunteer fire chief. This is also, for people who haven't 
seen it, from quite late in the film, this is a film that takes place almost entirely at a charity ball for volunteer 
fireman. Towards the end of the evening there's an actual fire, which they go to and then they bring this man 
who's house has burned down back to the charity ball to try to help him out. 
 
[Clip] 
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Scott Foundas:  
So like Black Peter, you have what you say, the idea that if everything belongs to everyone why not steal it. 
But you got away with Black Peter all right and in this film you got into some trouble. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Oh, yeah. Didn't get away with this one. Well, it was briefly released in July '68 and in August 21, '68 the 
Russians invaded Czechoslovakia and the film was banned officially forever. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Is it still banned? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
No, the “forever” in communist vocabulary means 20 years. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
This is a film, as we said, almost the whole thing takes place in this one setting, this ball. You also had these 
wonderfully long public gathering sequences in Black Peter and in Loves of a Blonde where you just sort of 
see all of the characters and you get such a sense of the community and how they're interacting with each 
other, and all of these little behind the scenes dramas that are going on. What attracted you to staging these 
kinds of scenes and then doing a whole film that was basically one long ballroom scene? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, basically, reaction of all of us who studied in the early sixties making movies was not to follow our idols. 
But, it was a reaction to the stupidity and superficiality of this so-called social realism movies. Like, in my first 
films, which are basically semi-documentaries, Competition, I didn't care about the story. Just to see real 
faces, real people on the screen doing the human things, was enough for me. I was fascinated. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
I guess this is the result to show life, life as it is around myself and in the society I'm living, to see the real 
people doing the real things, living the real emotions. That was it. Just to capture that. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Of course, there were other filmmakers in Czechoslovakia who were trying to do a similar thing around the 
same time, and people started to talk about a Czech new wave, like there had been the French new wave. 
How much awareness did you have of these other filmmakers when you were starting out? Were they people 
you knew? Did you have a feeling of this movement before the rest of the world was catching on to it? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
You know, it was a wonderful period in one sense, because we were all in the same danger. First of all, we 
were lucky, because everyone was different. Chytilová was different from Juraj, Juraj  from Passer, Passer 
from Němec, Němec from me, Juráček. So there was no reason for competition or jealousy for this reason. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Plus, the fact that attack, and the establishment tried to suppress this filmmaking. So an attack on one was 
an attack on all of us. So we really stuck together. Thanks to the reaction to our films abroad, including the 
New York film festivals, very instrumental, Cannes Film Festival, French film festivals, that suddenly it was 
difficult for the authorities to pretend that this is something which can be dismissed. 
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Miloš Forman:  
Plus, these were the only movies which brought some hard currency to the country that other countries were 
buying. So, that was the situation which saved us. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
This was the film that brought you to America in a way because it was in New York Film Festival, it was 
nominated for an Oscar and somewhere in there is when you decide to stay in America. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, based on Loves of a Blonde, which was also nominated for the foreign language film, and then 
Fireman's Ball also, so that made Charlie Bluhdorn, who was the CEO of Gulf and Western, "Why don't you 
make a film in United States?" So I was, legally, outside when the Russians invaded Czechoslovakia. So 
finally I decided ... Because I knew that having this film banned forever, I wouldn't be able to continue work 
unless I would conform and do something, make some propaganda, Communist movie, so I decided to stay, 
to immigrate. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
You never did make that film for Charlie Bluhdorn, but you did- 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, Charlie Bluhdorn was wonderful but when I developed, wrote the screenplay together with Jean-Claude 
Carriere and John Guare, and John Klein, when we delivered the screenplay, the brass at Paramount, which 
was part of Gulf and Western, Bob Evans and other people, said, "No, this is no good, this is no good." 
Charlie Bluhdorn himself came to that meeting and said, "Well, you don't like it, huh?" "No, we don't.” I can't 
believe that he would want to come to this country to make a stupid movie. You want to make a good movie, 
don't you?" I said, "yes, yes." 'Okay, let's make a movie." 
 
Miloš Forman:  
He left and unfortunately, they prevailed and Charlie got busy with other things, so I couldn't reach him.So 
finally, Paramount turned it down. But I was very lucky. I was lucky because that was exactly the time when 
Dennis Hopper's film, Easy Rider, was released. Film, it was made for peanuts and made millions. So 
Universal got a bright idea. "Well, why don't give these guys these strange characters like Dennis Hopper, 
Marvey Helman, the suspicious authors. If they can make a film for peanuts, we have peanuts". 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So they gave me a peanut, and I made Taking Off. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Yes, this "stupid film" called Taking Off. How did you come up with the idea? You were living in New York at 
the time, how did you come to know John Guare and Jean-Claude Carriere and Buck Henry and the people 
who come together to make this film? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, I'll try to be very short. I was here, I think it was for the New York film festival in '67, and I saw very first 
public production of Hair. I went back and I talked to, with my broke English, Jimmy and Jerry, the author- 
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Scott Foundas:  
Songwriters. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Found out to my amazement that they knew my films, they knew Loves of Blonde and I wanted to make the 
movie of Hair. So when I was invited by Charlie to make the movie I said, "I want to make the movie of Hair. 
But, the rights meanwhile Hair became phenomenon on Broadway, became so complicated that it was 
impossible, so I started think I was fascinated by this, it was called a hippie movement. Right? It was so 
colorful. Scene of New York in those times and all this ideas of freedom and like that was so appealing to 
somebody from communist country that I said, "Okay, I can't do Hair but it was something about this kind of 
about let's so about a hippie, about a runaway kid. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Jean-Claude Carrière was in Mexico working with Buñuel on something. On his way he came to New York 
and we started to investigate what could the story be about, so we started to going to the Lower Eastside 
and talk to these hippies. Only to find out that this kids are very boring. That their parents are in much more 
interesting, because they are in the dramatic situation. These kids they lined some kind of crash pad smoking 
pot, looking at the ceiling. And once a day they go panhandle outside on the street to buy some bagels and 
return to the crash pad, stare at the ceiling while the parents were running around like crazy trying to find 
their children. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So that's why we concentrated on the parents more than on the kids. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well I'm also wondering, by that time you were a father yourself. Did that in any way shift your perspective 
where these earlier films were very much from the adolescents perspective, Loves of a Blonde and Black 
Peter and the adults were kind of very aloof and they were sort of the enemy of the young people. Then in 
taking off you're seeing it through the adult's eyes and there seems to be more sympathy for the older 
generation than there is in those earlier films? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
You are absolutely right, because I felt guilt. I abandoned my children. I left to America but I didn't get to take 
the children away from the mother and they lived in Czechoslovakia. So I've got this guilt. I wanted them to 
... We parents who are really ... Because a lot of parents don't discipline their children, the children run most 
of them because they didn't feel love at home. They were neglected at home and I felt the same guilt. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So I wanted to find my son's will see this film, they will understand that I'm a good man. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well, about midway through this film the parents of the runaway girl played by Buck Henry and Lin Carlin 
they find themselves with a bunch of like-minded people, a society for parents of runaway children. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Right. 
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Scott Foundas:  
This is a scene from a meeting of this society where they're being instructed and sort of how they can 
understand better their runaway children by a special teacher. 
 
Speaker 8:  
Any other questions? 
 
Speaker 9:  
Yes. 
 
Speaker 8:  
Yes. 
 
Speaker 9:  
I think we all had drinks with dinner. Dope and the alcohol mix? 
 
Speaker 8:  
Oh, they'll mix. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
The obvious question, where did you ever find Vincent Cavelli, an actor who use many times in your films? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
He was a student at NYU and John Klein who was one of the writers on the screenplay, he was his friend 
and he brought Vinny and I just love this guy. Unbelievable character. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
You said that this was your first American film but you have referred to it is your last Czech film. What did 
you mean by that? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, this was my transition from working in the dark iron system in the free world and the only way I knew 
how to make movies was the way I made them in Czechoslovakia. When you see the whole film you see it's 
the stories spaced deliberately. It's a lot of efforts of improvisation and the ending, it was in those times when 
I thought it's very cool. Your film doesn't end, just stops. Doesn't have an ending. This film just stops. That 
was not something which was very accepted by American audience. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well it's one of the curious things. The film was very successful around the world. It won the Grand Jury Prize 
in Canada, it was nominated for several BAFTA Awards but in America it's still not a particularly well-known 
film. Even at the time, the studio didn't really support it very well. Was that a discouraging experience for you 
on your first try in America to have that sort of experience? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, it was and it was not. The film was for those times was already the 70s, the reaction of a lot of 
established people to what 60s was not very favorable. There are some politically incorrect things in the film, 
vulgarities and this mariajuana scenes was not very well accepted. So, yeah, that film was ... But it was 
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interesting. It got relatively good reviews, except was banned up and down by two critics. Both of them 
immigrants. One from Yugoslavian and one from Cuba. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Go back and spit on your own country. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
One of the must have been John Simon. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
On the other hand, this was ... Thanks to this film, the door opened to him but suddenly I got the offer to make 
Cuckoo's Nest after the producers saw this film and realized that this guy can finish a film in English language. 
So they offered me Cuckoo's Nest. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
But that wasn't the first time that you had been considered to direct Cuckoo's Nest- 
 
Miloš Forman:  
No. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Was it? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
No, it's a very bizarre story. In 1962, Kirk Douglas bought rights for the book and he wanted to make the film 
and play Mike Murphy. Strangely enough, he was at the height of his super stardom. He couldn't find financing 
in Hollywood to make the film about mentally disturbed people. Nobody wanted to ... So he commissioned 
the play. He was a stubborn man, Kirk. To star on Broadway is the play. It flopped and suddenly Kirk Douglas 
had nothing to do, all the time on his hands. Because he was asked previously by President Kennedy to go 
on a good will tour into communist countries, so he said, "Okay, I have time. I'll go there." 
 
Miloš Forman:  
He came to Czechoslovakia. They showed him some films, Love of a Blonde among them. At a small party 
he came to me and said can I for he can send me a book. If I would read it and tell him if I would be interested 
to make a movie. Oh my god, tomorrow, of course. Right away. Then he left and I went every day to my 
mailbox. Book never came. Eight years later, the same book came sent by the producer, Saul Zaentz and 
Michael Douglas, Kirk's son. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
When I met Michael, he told me that he didn't know at all that Kirk was sending me this book eight years 
earlier. When I met Kirk he said, "You son of a gun. I send you a book and you didn't have a courtesy to 
answer". I said, "I thought the same about you. You offered me such an offer. You make me go crazy." The 
moment you left the room you forgot about it. Right? No. What really happened was that he sent the book 
but the sensors at the customs confiscated the book and didn't tell him and didn't tell me. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
But the book came to me from Michael Douglas- 
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Scott Foundas:  
Karma. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
... who didn't know about. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Now because this was really the first time you were working with a movie star in the form of Jack Nicholson, 
did you have to change your approach from what we've been talking about that you were often working sort 
of off script or with improvisation and sort of a general looseness? Did you modify your approach because 
you were making extensively a bigger film with more professional talent? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Partly, not really. Just partly. For example, I used the improvisation a little bit. Whoever saw the film the first 
meeting between the superintendent of the hospital and Jack Nicholson. So all I did was there was a real 
superintendent of the hospital. It's not an actor, Dr. Dean Brooks. I gave him listen this is the history of this 
patient. Just do your job. So Jack Nicholson came in and the doctor did his job on him. Jack wasn brilliant in 
improvising with him. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
They knew. I told them the point they have to touch, but the rest is improvised. But no, no, the rest is very 
well structured. From the first film where I didn't care about story at all more and more after each film I was 
more sort of focused on really have a good structure and good storytelling. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Again, you have a collection of extremely talented actors, many of whom were just starting like Brad Dourif, 
Vincent's Cavelli, again, Danny DeVito, and- 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Christopher Lloyd. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
... Christopher Lloyd and his first film. When we look at your films, you see this time and again, Howard 
Rollins and Elizabeth McGovern in Ragtime for example, Courtney Love in the People vs Larry Flynt, you've 
given a lot of people their first shot or their first shot at doing something other than what they're known for 
doing. Is that is that something you enjoy doing, discovering new talent and how have you been so good at 
doing it, finding these people? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, first of all it's always for me always exciting to cast somebody whom I'm not too much use to. For 
example, first screen appearances in their lives on taking off. Carly Simon- 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Kathy Bates. 
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Miloš Forman:  
Kathy Bates and Tina Turner. It's for me exciting to be myself surprised. That it's a little bit also kind of a pride 
in it to surprise the audience with some new faces, new people. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Were you surprised at all by just how enormous the success critically and commercially of Cuckoo's Nest 
turned out to be only the second film in history at that time to win the top five Academy Awards picture, actor, 
actress, director and screenplay? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
I was. You always think about when you are making a movie how it will end. Right? I was always wrong. 
Always wrong. I thought, for example, Hair that that will be a big smash. No, it was not at all. I never dared 
to think that Cuckoo's Nest or Amadeus that both will be such a success. No, not at all. Look, Cuckoo's Nest 
... Because you can do your best, you can be very proud of your work. You know that you like what you did 
but you have no idea if it will work on the audience. you have no idea. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So, Cuckoo's Nest the story, nobody wanted to finance that film. No major studio, the producer. So Vance 
got from his both of the directors permission to spend $1,700,000 to make the film. Then I put together the 
cast and suddenly the budget was up to $4 million. The both of directors consulted the doctor if they can 
commit Saul Zaentz to mental institution because he's crazy. Obviously what they do is they put in the 
computer what were the results of all the films dealing with the mental illness. Obviously the result must have 
been devastating. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So, no, no, no. The same was with Amadeus. No major studio would finance that film. Again Saul Zaentz 
had to to find the money himself because that was at the beginning of MTV person, see this rock and roll 
music and this choir fast cutting beautiful clips on the TV. Here is three hour long film about classical 
composer, costumes, makeups, wigs. Who wants to see that? 
 
Scott Foundas:  
If only it had been Rock Me Amadeus you probably would've been able to get the money. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Yeah. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
But, you can say that Cuckoo's Nest is a movie about mental illness set in the Pacific Northwest on the one 
hand or you can say that it's a movie about a group of people living under an oppressive social system who 
were rebelling against that which makes it sound a lot like the movies that you had made prior to that. Was 
that something that you were conscious of at all when you were reading the material that there was a way in 
which the dynamic between the hospital staff and the patients was not unlike the people who were living 
under Marxism in Black Peter and Loves of a Blonde and Fireman's Ball? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
That's funny because when I got this offer to make Cuckoo's Nests a friend of mine, an American friend of 
mine told me don't touch it, don't touch it because that's very dangerous. Because it's such Americana and 
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you can't really do it right and if you flop this first really film that that would be the end of it. I said, "What are 
you talking Americana?" 
 
Miloš Forman:  
For you it's a book, it's a literature, it's a fiction. But for me it was reality. I lived it. Communist party was my 
big nurse. Telling me what to say, what not to say, how to behave, what to think. So it's what's the difference. 
That's the same thing, because yes people can have different traits, different colors. But human nature is the 
same everywhere. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
But it is interesting that after Hair, which you make next, most of the rest of your films are period pieces, 
historical films, biographical films and in not films about contemporary American life. Was that a conscious 
choice that you made or is it just happenstance that these were the projects that you happen to become 
interested in? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well partly yes. But after taking off I realized that I can't really function as a writer in the English language. 
That I have to rely on the work, books or plays written by English speaking, English writing artists. But, yeah, 
it was a conscious .. But I don't consider ... For example, Man on the Moon isn’t a period movie. I don't 
consider People vs. Larry Flynt, Man on the Moon period movies. So, yeah, it's something. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Amadeus brought you back to- 
 
Miloš Forman:  
May I have your water? 
 
Scott Foundas:  
By all means. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Thanks. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
You're doing the heavy lifting here. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Stingy on water. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Amadeus brought you back to Czechoslovakia for the first time since you had left. What was that homecoming 
like for you? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, it was very emotional and I went there for the first time to negotiate and see locations. But once we 
started to shoot, it's funny, you have to cut yourself emotionally from everything totally to be able to 
concentrate on your work. It was interesting because there was a great opposition in the political circles to 
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allow me to shoot there, especially the Communist cell at the bottom of the studio. The film directors, they 
wrote letters to central committee of the party not to allow me to do the film. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
But, the Ministry of Finance was much stronger because we need the dollars and they know they are bringing 
dollars, spending dollars here. So they allowed me to ... It was somehow absurd partly because of course we 
were constantly under the surveillance of the secret police, which didn't bother us because we didn't do 
anything except making a movie. But there were some funny situations there like we are of course the 4th of 
July was not a holiday in Communist country. Right? So we had to shoot. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
We are shooting a huge, big scene in the theater, 600 extras, costumes, dancers, singers, orchestra, 
everything. That was the sequence from seraglio I think and fourth of July. So prepared scene, everything 
we rehearsed. Okay everything is ready, light the candles, which takes half an hour because it's thousands 
and thousands of candles in the chandeliers. Chandeliers go up. All right. Start the camera, playback. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Instead of Mozart's music, American National Anthem, the sound man put on. Nobody knew and plus, again, 
nobody of us knew, from the ceiling a huge American flag was coming down. Which was a British crew. 
British crew rigged that. All Americans who were present, the dancers, people American like that, everybody 
stood hands like here. All the extras, 600 extras, are looking like ... Then they got it and they all stood except 
for about 50 or 60 of them who kept sitting, looking at ... 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Immediately they knew whose secret police is. They didn't know how to behave. So that was funny. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
You were just saying that you don't think of Larry Flynt and Man on the Moon as period films, which they're 
not really because it's maybe only about 20 years back. But in a way, even movies like Ragtime and Amadeus 
and Valmont don't feel entirely like period films in the sense that you think of period films being stuffy and 
everyone is sort of being overly proper. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
I had a teacher in film school who said you always had to remember if you were acting in a period film that 
those people went to the bathroom the same way that you do and that's a good way to describe I think that 
there is a contemporary quality. In Amadeus you have people speaking with American accents, you have 
Mozart himself as a kind of Randy character. How did you come to make those decisions to do it in that way 
that perhaps some purists would find just a unforgivable transgression against the life of Mozart? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
You said it better than I could. They all go in the bathroom the same way, people. It has to be in the material. 
It’s Doctorow’s book, it's so beautifully, that you really sense the parallels with the lives of people today. What 
hooked me on the Doctorow’s book was a scene where this gaudy man defecate on the- 
 
Scott Foundas:  
The cars. 
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Miloš Forman:  
... Car and the policeman who wants to be nice to [inaudible] says, "Listen, there's no much harm done. Just 
clean it with your own hands and go and everything will be fine." 
 
Scott Foundas:  
A young actor named Jeff Daniels. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Jeff Daniels, brilliant, wonderful like that. I said, my god, this is exactly what the Communists are asking us, 
to humiliate ourselves just way that you have to go and wave the red flag. Because if you don't your children 
will suffer, everyone will be allowed to go to school. You have to swallow your pride to survive this kind of 
society. That was it. They wanted him to swallow his pride. I understand that. Let's make the movie. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Talk on Amadeus about how you decided how the music would be used in the film, how Mozart's music would 
be used and did you ever think about having any other music like an original score or did you always know 
that it would just be the music of Mozart. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
No, not at all. As a matter fact, Minneapolis is somehow connected with the film because it was here where 
I flew here to meet Sir Neville Marriner who was conducting the Minnesota Philharmonic's to ask him to 
conduct the score for the film and that was one of his conditions. Okay, I'll do it but you will not change one 
note of Mozart's music. Said yes, no problem. That was great because during ... We were working four 
months with Peter Schaffer on the script and every day when we came to the scene where we want to hear 
the music, we were playing excerpts Peter Schaffer he started the Munich Music Critic in Liverpool for a 
newspaper, so he was very knowledgeable about music. I had to fight with him because he was so ... He 
knew so much, was so refined that he was selecting passages from the music which only real gourmet of 
music could appreciate. But I wanted that good tasting hamburger and hot dog of Mozart's music. But I think 
the result was okay. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
We're going to look at a scene from the film. This is a scene from the director's cut of Amadeus in which the 
wife of Mozart has come to Salieri's house late at night. They need money, she's been there earlier in the 
day and Salieri has basically implied that he might be able to make some things happen for Mozart if she'll 
sleep with him. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
If she'll come back alone. Yeah. 
 
Speaker 10:  
Show this woman out. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Now, somebody once said this scene that it was a petty anticlimactic redundancy. Do you know who that 
was? 
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Miloš Forman:  
No. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
You. In talking about why- 
 
Miloš Forman:  
I lied. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
... you cut it from the theatrical version of the film, now what made you go back and restore this and about a 
half an hour of other scenes about 20 years later? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
When we were putting the theatrical version together the film was almost three hour long and felt really long. 
This scene basically repeats really what the humiliation of Constanza by Salieri was enough and he finally ... 
Mozart's music and just refuses to leaves the room. So, it was there, so this scene was more or less repeating 
emotionally what that scene already did before so it didn't move the story forward. So removing it and making 
the film a little shorter, I thought is helping. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
But to restore it, I don't mind because only rarely the film is again screened in the theaters for the audience 
was paid and sit in the chairs. But it's on DVD at home where you can stop and then forward, go forward, go 
backwards. So that's all right with me. I don't mind if on DVD the films are five hour long because ... 
 
Scott Foundas:  
But in the case of Ragtime you felt that cuts that were made to the film did hurt the film. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
In Ragtime, definitely because one very important character for the story was cut out. Also during that scene 
in the middle of the film, I think, I hope was a real belly laugh with that kind of a film, that kind of a story needs 
from time to time. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
So is it something that you would think about to perhaps make director's cuts of other films of yours, including 
Ragtime? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Yes, we tried. Found out that only black and white do exist from that. It's a half an hour scene exists and the 
producer, Mr. Laurentiis, claim that he can't find the sound, so we can't restore it. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
That's unfortunate. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
I know. 
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Scott Foundas:  
After Amadeus you started to take your time between projects. There's I think five years between Amadeus 
and Valmont there's seven years between Valmont and Larry Flynt, and seven between Man on the Moon 
and Goya's Ghosts. Are those hiatuses self-imposed or is it the nature of projects that don't materialize for 
one reason or another? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Both. Both because, first of all, when you are getting older every film it's two years of your life so in getting 
older you think a little harder on what you want to spend two years of your life on. Secondly, I feel like I didn't 
stop working at all. There are projects which, three projects as a matter of fact, which collapsed. The 
[inaudible 01:02:58] seven days before the shoot is for shooting day, one six weeks before the first shooting 
day. So you spent almost three years and then it collapses and takes a little while to recover. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Plus, when you finish a film and even if you would like to, it takes a little ... Everybody's different. I'm not 
saying that this is better approach than others. But, it's for me like you might just ... My love left me, so you 
are not really immediately looking. You are not emotionally ready to start another relationship. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
These characters who dominate the films of your American period, shall we say, Salieri in Amadeus, Larry 
Flynt in Larry Flynt, Andy Kaufman in Man on the Moon, they're they're all sort of significant historical 
characters who are outsiders, avant-garde figures, people on the sidelines of someone else's story. It seems 
to me that your temperament would be to make a film about John Wilkes Booth rather than Abraham Lincoln. 
That you're attracted to these kind of characters. The the B story or the outsiders story and I'm wondering 
how much of that is just influenced by your own experience being an immigrant, being an outsider in a way 
to your own story. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Well, I guess it is influenced by that because don't forget I lived under so many different social systems. The 
Nazis, the Communists, democracy and like that. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Whatever this is now. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Whatever it is now, right. Especially when you live on the Nazis and the Communists you realize that biggest 
conflict an individual has is not with other individuals but with institutions. That somehow makes me very 
compassionately individuals who fight institutions. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Well that's actually a good way of getting into the last clip that I've selected which is from your most recent 
film, Goya's Ghosts. This also, even though this is a film with the name of a major historical figure in the title, 
it's less about Goya really than about the people who have sort of come through his portrait studio, one of 
whom is the daughter, played by Natalie Portman, of a wealthy merchant. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Yeah. 
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Scott Foundas:  
She ends up being arrested by the Spanish Inquisition and in this scene her parents have invited Goya and 
the Inquisitor, the monk brother Lorenzo played by Javier Bardem, over for dinner. 
 
Speaker 11:  
Was my sister put to that question? 
 
Speaker 12:  
Yes, she was. 
 
Speaker 11:  
My daughter was tortured. 
 
Speaker 12:  
She was put to the question. 
 
Speaker 11:  
I thought that kind of investigation had been abandoned years ago. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
You change a few words in that conversation. You replaced the question with tough interrogations or 
something like that and you could have a conversation that people would be having around the dinner table 
tonight somewhere maybe. Were you thinking at all about the parallels possibly between this material and 
certain things that are going on in the world today when you were working on it? 
 
Miloš Forman:  
The screenplay to this film was written about almost a year before the war in Iraq. There is a line in the script 
which is the line which Jean-Claude Carrière found in doing his research when a Napoleon says to his 
generals and they repeat it to their soldiers before they invaded Spain, "You'll be welcomed with flowers as 
liberators." that's Napoleon's line. That's why it's in the script. I don't know probably mister- our vice president 
has a very smart speech writers who knew about it but didn't know that anybody else knows about it. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
So, the parallels are unbelievable, unbelievable. That was not intention because we didn't know what's going 
to ... Napoleon really invaded Spain to liberate Spain from the monarchy and from the church to plant seeds 
of democracy, and he did it. He abolished Inquisition immediately, he ordered immediate release of political 
prisoners, he confiscated the church, property of the church. He really planted to seeds, the right seeds, in 
the wrong soil and that's the problem. 
 
Miloš Forman:  
Because what he did, he confiscated property of church. During that times one-third of Spanish population 
lived on charity. The charity was administered by the church. The moment Napoleon took the property of 
church there was no charity and suddenly one third of the population was like the Iraqi Army, the police was 
in the streets. They don't have anything how to feed children, so they started loot, to kill. The chaos started 
and the normal people who were at the first moment, yeah, they are praying as democracy. This is it? No, 
we want anybody who will restore order, law and order. 
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Miloš Forman:  
So when Ferdinand, the worst King in the Spanish history, came on the throne they were welcoming him, 
hands like that, screaming "viva la kinnaras", which means long live the chains. Welcome back to chains. 
But, don't blame the film. Don't blame me or Jean Claude, blame history. 
 
Scott Foundas:  
Miloš, thanks so much for- 
Thank you. Thank you very much. 
 
 


