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By Melanie D.G. Kaplan

Special to the Washington Post

S tephen Gaghan hears voices in his head, and on
some mornings they come from seals. Hunched
over his desk before the first rays of sunlight hit
the Pacific, Gaghan stares out the window of his

beach house and watches seals pop their heads out of
the dark water.

“I’m the only light on the water, and the sun starts to
rise over the [El Segundo] oil refinery, way across the
bay,” says Gaghan, the director and screenwriter of
“Syriana,” the political thriller about the oil industry
that’s up for Best Original Screenplay and Best Sup-
porting Actor (for George Clooney). He thinks about
the seals watching him inside his small lit cage on the
coast. “They’re think-
ing, ‘What a horrible
way to live! Who feeds
him? Are there fish in
there?’ ”

For Gaghan, 40, seal
voices are part of a
peaceful and quiet
morning ritual that
helps him maneuver
into a state of industri-
ousness. To hear him
describe it — as he
does, very matter-of-
factly — his entry proc-
ess is so delicate it
seems to rival the space
shuttle’s return to the
Earth’s atmosphere: If
the timing, position or
speed is slightly off, the
entire mission is in
jeopardy. Procrastinat-
ing on e-mail one morn-
ing at 6:37, Gaghan half-joked that the day was almost
shot. “As the sun’s coming up, I like to be writing,” he
says. If I don’t get started by 8, I can feel like the day is
lost.” 

In 2001, Gaghan won an Oscar for Best Adapted
Screenplay for “Traffic,” a gritty film about the drug
trade. Working on that script, Gaghan endured a seven-
month period during which he could not write a thing.

“I decided I wanted to read the Old Testament,” he
says. “And one day a rabbi friend who looks like Tolstoy
said to me, ‘What do you think the Torah’s definition of
humility is?’ I said, ‘I don’t know. Not thinking you’re a
big shot?’ He said, ‘It’s doing the work God has as-
signed for you.’ And I said, ‘Okay, what did God say is
the work assigned to me?’ He said, ‘You’re a writer:
Write!’ ”

Gaghan filed away the conversation, and two weeks
later at 3 a.m. he sat straight up in bed, hearing a voice
that said, “Duck salad? You never eat duck salad.” He
wrote it down, and six weeks and 350 pages later, he
had completed his 165-page script. The duck line
turned up verbatim in “Traffic,” in an early scene with

Catherine Zeta- Jones. “I don’t know where the voices
come from,” he says, “but I know I have to get them
into scenes.” 

Gaghan’s office is a freestanding “shack” on stilts
that he has rented for seven years, just inside the Mali-
bu border, near Tuna Canyon. Every morning, he
drives five miles north on Pacific Coast Highway to his
hideaway. Built in 1962, the structure has all original
appliances, including the dishwasher. Inside, there is a
couch, a dining room table that serves as Gaghan’s
desk, thousands of books and a couple old, sun-faded
chairs. Gaghan stores his surfboards on a rack in the
middle of the room. He works on a 12-inch Macintosh
PowerBook, to which he attaches a larger monitor that
bears a few old, yellowed sticky notes. His favorites:
“thinking = death. doing = life” and “Stop wasting time.

This is a privilege.”
Procrastination is an

integral part of the
process, so Gaghan has
refined the art, with the
Los Angeles Times, the
New Yorker or by
checking e-mail every
three minutes. When
the pressure gets too in-
tense, there’s surfing or
Cora’s Diner in Santa
Monica, where Gaghan
will go for huevos ran-
cheros, an outing that
can easily take four
hours.

But eventually he’s
drawn back to the task
at hand. “I have all sorts
of tricks to get myself
going,” he says. “I’ll sit
down and think, ‘Okay,
here it comes, the great-

est sentence I’ve ever written.’ And then it’s just ter-
rible. Then I go to the other polarity: ‘You’re terrible.
You’re a fraudulent human. Seals, stop looking at me.’
And before you know it, the writing window is clos-
ing.”

Another of his tricks involves setting an egg timer
for three minutes, kneeling on the floor and begging
the universe to assist in writing the worst sentence
ever written. “And [the worst sentence] absolutely
happens, without fail,” Gaghan says. But it helps get
him going and drives away his fear and expectations.

When he starts writing, Gaghan quits e-mail pro-
grams and turns off the phone. He writes all his notes
out on yellow legal pads and surrounds himself with pa-
per — note cards and sticky pads — which he shoves in
a giant plastic container when he’s finished with a proj-
ect. He avoids eating because it makes him sleepy, but
he has an unlimited supply of coffee and Perrier to keep
him going from 5:30 a.m. until he makes lunch about
seven hours later. 

When he’s in the zone, he says, there’s is nothing
he’d rather do.
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“I have all sorts of tricks to get myself going,” says Gaghan of his writer’s block battle. 

‘Syriana’ Screenwriter Stephen Gaghan, 
Conspiring to Get the Words Out
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Stephen Gaghan with “Syriana” star George Clooney in Berlin
Feb. 10. The film earned both men Oscar nominations. 

By Scott Vogel

Washington Post Staff Writer

Desperate for that cigarette-befouled, claus-
trophobic look but decorating on a shoe-
string? Fade in on the wizard of Murrow-
land, production designer Jim Bissell,

whose budget for the buttoned-down CBS beehive
that is “Good Night, and Good Luck” might have
shocked Murrow himself.

Dissolve to an exterior scene some 30 years earli-
er. Bissell, a North Carolina na-
tive, has just hit Hollywood, land-
ing a job on the old David O.
Selznick lot, where he’s trans-
fixed by stacks and stacks of an-
cient set pieces. They are
“painted the weirdest colors you
can imagine,” Bissell remembers.
Later he will discover that these
garish remnants of bad taste past
are actually flats for TV shows
from the black-and-white 1950s, a
period in which tone values —
not color — were king.

Interior, daytime, early 2005:
George Clooney hires Bissell to
help create a monochromatic pae-
an to the early days of broadcast
journalism. Clooney wants docu-
mentary-level accuracy in the
scenes of CBS’s New York head-
quarters, some of which will be
interspersed with actual footage
of Sen. Joe McCarthy’s reign of
terror. The budget precludes
things like reupholstering furni-
ture, so Bissell is forced to “wan-
der around with a contrast filter,” a small gel on a
monocle, “and evaluate tonality as best I could.”
The result is eerily reminiscent of the Selznick sets
— period sofas and chairs upholstered in very non-
period pinks and greens. They are, in Bissell’s opin-
ion, “pretty ugly” — but look fabulous in black-and-
white.

Cut to actors arriving for the first day of “Good
Night” shooting in what Bissell calls “the rabbit
warren” and Clooney dubs “Das Studio,” after the
German submarine flick “Das Boot.” Looking at the
furniture, cast and crew become somewhat
alarmed. “There was a little bit of head-scratching
as people walked onto the set,” admits Bissell. He
immediately reminds everyone that this will be a

black-and-white film. And he asks Clooney to en-
sure that no one takes a color photograph of the set.
Bissell has a reputation to protect; a casual viewer
of the offending photo might reasonably conclude
“that Jim Bissell can’t design worth a damn.” (Oh,
and about those reports of non-period set issues?
Not so. The bottled spring water was only in the
publicity still, not the film; the Helvetica on the CBS
News logo on the film’s set was actually the pre-
Helvetica font Akzidenz-Grotesk.) A montage of
thrift: Clooney and Bissell, for reasons both themat-

ic and cost-cutting, decide that all
of “Good Night’s” CBS locations
will be imagined as having been
under one roof. (In reality, corpo-
rate headquarters were several
blocks uptown of the CBS studios
near Grand Central Station.) “We
introduce the idea that this is a
newsroom that functions within
the larger context of the corpora-
tion,” says Bissell. “I’m so sur-
prised nobody nailed me on this
. . . mythological space.” 

Next we enter an elevator
whose doors close and then ap-
pear to open on another floor. Ac-
tually, the elevator rotates 90 de-
grees and opens onto a different
set on the same floor. Another
money-saving tactic: The long
corridor that leads to CBS Chair-
man William S. Paley’s office is re-
dressed as the lobby of the CBS
building, and then re-re-dressed
as the employee cafeteria. The
film is shot in six weeks and keeps
to its wee $8 million budget.

When “Good Night, and Good Luck” is released,
cast and crew, Bissell reports, are “pretty much re-
signed to the fact that no one would watch it and it
would sort of go instantly into obscurity.” Instead it
becomes a critical success and a modest hit, and
Bissell, whose 30-year career includes work on such
art-elaborate projects as “E.T.” and “Jumanji,” is re-
warded at age 54 with his first Oscar nomination.
Noting that such prizes are ordinarily reserved for
fantasy epics and period pictures, Bissell expresses
genuine surprise at having been recognized for,
among other things, his eye for pink and green fur-
niture.

And yes, he will wear black and white to the Os-
cars.

For ‘Good Night’ Art Director, 
The Challenge Was Black-and-White
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After 30 years in production
design, Jim Bissell has his first
Academy Award nomination.
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Andy Nelson is responsible for the sound
of Tom Cruise’s voice.

Well, in a manner of speaking.
Nelson, 52, is an esteemed sound rere-

cording mixer, his official title, for which he’s
been nominated for a dozen Academy Awards, in-
cluding a nod this year for Best Sound for the
Cruise blockbuster “War of the Worlds.” It’s work
that even movie buffs may as-
sume is highly technical, bor-
derline-geeky and not the do-
main of a true artiste.

Not so, says Nelson, who’s
been in the business for more
than two decades, and collab-
orated with director Steven
Spielberg 10 times. He insists
that blending, tweaking and
modifying the noises that roar
through your cineplex speak-
ers is an extraordinarily cre-
ative process.

“What we try to do with
sound is enhance and create
the storytelling. We’re really
creating the voice of the mov-
ie,” he explains. 

Nelson and frequent col-
league Anna Behlmer, another
re-recording mixer, typically
spend about six weeks work-
ing on a film. During that time,
they sit in front of a movie
screen and a huge mixing
board, taking all the existing
audio elements (dialogue, score, effects) and
blending them together. Nelson, Behlmer and
production recordist Ron Judkins, who captured
sound during the actual filming of “War of the
Worlds,” are nominated together in the Best
Sound category.

They divvy up the duties like this: The high-
pitched Dakota Fanning screams and the swell-
ing melodies composed by John Williams are Nel-
son’s responsibilities as the mixer who focuses
on dialogue and music. The crack of the alien tri-
pods bursting forth from beneath the sidewalks
of New Jersey fell to Behlmer, who handles the
mix of sound effects.

Both worked closely with sound designer

Richard King, who supervised the overall crea-
tion of the film’s otherworldly reverberations.
Unlike mixers Behlmer and Nelson, King is nom-
inated for an Oscar in the Sound Editing catego-
ry. Nelson explains it in rock-and-roll terms: King
and his group make the music, while Nelson and
his team mix the various tracks to produce a hit
song.

Eventually, Nelson, Behlmer and King collab-
orated with Spielberg, Williams and film editor
Michael Kahn, who collectively aim for the best

possible merger of audio with
visuals.

Mixing is the final piece of
the moviemaking puzzle, so
Nelson and his colleagues are
accustomed to long hours,
tight deadlines and high
stress.

“I’ve worked with directors
who are extremely nervous
during the process because
they realize the whole thing is
coming to an end and these are
their last chances to put any
major changes into the mov-
ie,” says Nelson, a London na-
tive whose credits range from
“Miss Congeniality” to “Mou-
lin Rouge!” to the upcoming
“Mission: Impossible III.”

Spielberg, however, is an ex-
ception.

“I love working with him be-
cause he is extraordinarily effi-
cient with his time,” he says.
“I’ll play him a sequence and
he’s laser-sharp in his ability to

go right to the area where we need to do some
work.”

Despite his 12 Academy Award nominations
(he won once, in 1999 for “Saving Private
Ryan”), Nelson says the thought of hearing his
name called on Oscar night makes him anxious.

“It’s a paralyzing feeling when you’re standing
up there,” he confesses. “It makes my mouth go
dry just when I think about it.”

But Nelson says he’s hoping for a “War” victo-
ry this year, if only so Behlmer can finally have an
Oscar too.

“If we win, she would be the first woman ever
to win an Oscar for sound,” he says. “That would
be a breakthrough.”

Sound & Fury: ‘War of the Worlds’
Nominee Has an Ear for Audio Design 
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Up for a Best Sound Oscar, Andy
Nelson won previously for “Saving
Private Ryan” in 1999.
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