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Excerpt from interview with Errol Morris by Nicolas Rapold for Film Comment, July/August, 2011:
The people in your movies are often in a state of denial. That seems to be something the people in your documentaries have in common, both historical players and more “ordinary” people.

Here’s what’s puzzling to me. I like to think that my films continue to puzzle me. Certainly the characters at the heart of what I do continue to puzzle me, long after I’ve actually made a film about them. And Joyce is really no exception. And one of the strangest things is, when the film was first shown—this is even pre-Toronto, this goes back to early screenings and when it was first shown at Telluride—people would see those clips at the beginning and at the end and some people assumed that I made it up. That I had somehow cast someone as the young Joyce McKinney and then shot it to make it look like something that was shot years and years and years ago. But of course that’s real footage. It was produced by an AFI student who had heard about the story and had decided that he was going to interview Joyce, and this is material from a film he never finished. And what’s so remarkable to me is she’s telling her life story at a time where her life story had not yet really played out. It was a self-fulfilling prophecy. How odd. 
It’s a potent way to bookend it, the way Tabloid is framed by Joyce describing the tale of Narcissus, someone obsessed with himself.

It’s a love story, and I think this is also an essential part of Narcissus, it’s a love story that involves one person. But a person isolated, removed, cut off, from the rest of the world. I didn’t put it in the film—I went back and forth—but Joyce had briefly mentioned this Theodore Dreiser story called “The Second Choice.” And it’s an amazing story. It’s about this young woman, she’s writing letters to this man that she loves, who clearly has very little interest in her, and she is forced to settle, in the end, for a man she truly does not love. The unromantic figure. The pedestrian figure. She says she’s not going to end up like her mother, but then you have the feeling that it’s going to be even worse than anything that she imagined. In the Dreiser tradition, it’s a really despairing story. One of the bleakest. I often think about it as one of the bleakest short stories in American letters. And yet Joyce is enamored with it. Her takeaway from Dreiser is that she’s not going to let this happen to her. But the oddity is, by not settling for whatever the second choice might be, she condemns herself to something so sad, and so hopeless. Yet, on the other hand, something truly romantic. It’s just crazily romantic. This dream of eternal fealty. It seems divorced from the love object itself. 
I saw Tabloid as an encounter between two storytellers, you and Joyce McKinney, except that you also become one of the men in the story. 

You betcha! After all, she collects men. That seems part of her genius All of these men who became obsessed with her, and stayed obsessed with her. After years and years and years and years. And I’m one of them!
What obsesses you about her?

The idea that somehow, each one of us is at war with reality. And most of us give in in some way. Reality just rolls over us. There’s a character that I just loved in Vernon, Florida, called Albert Bitterling, he’s the man with the jewel. I didn’t put this line in the movie, I think the line was badly recorded and I couldn’t use it, but he said to me, “You know, Errol, you don’t break the rules, the rules break you.” And Joyce really has in some sense destroyed her life with this obsession, and yet somehow the obsession remains intact.

Did you ever find out why Joyce goes to Los Angeles in the first place?

We tried to find all these people from L.A. We couldn’t. I mean, the only one we were able to find was the airline pilot. If I could have come up with more people I would have been delighted but I just couldn’t. I think I’ve been criticized for this too but I’m willing to defend myself: I don’t like the idea of adversarial interviews. I just don’t. Say I asked Joyce, “Were you a hooker in L.A.?” What am I learning exactly? I could get her to deny it… And I suppose it is a whole kind of movie where that becomes an essential move that you make. You ask the difficult question, you ask the embarrassing question, you ask the damaging question, whatever. And you look at the person’s reaction to that question. I don’t think that’s part of this kind of story. Maybe that’s not entirely satisfying for an audience, but I like the fact that there are these separate, almost island universes, people telling stories, that intersect. Also, I doubt my asking that question would bring us closer to any truth about Joyce McKinney.
I wanted to ask also about Tabloid’s visual scheme. Joyce and the interviewees are often left, right, center, in the frame, jumping around. What are you aiming at with that?

The absence of jump cuts. It’s a well-known phenomenon in interviews that you frame the person in, say, the middle of the frame, and when you have to edit out a segment in the interview, it’s a jump cut. They’re not exactly in the same place. And people deal with jump cuts in different ways. It’s a montage question, if you like. I’ll cut away to something so you don’t see the fact that they’ve jumped. Or you’ll operate the camera in such a way that the camera is constantly in motion, but there still may be jump cuts, which is what I did in The Fog of War. Or I became fond of this idea that I could actually digitally reposition people in the frame and avoid jump cuts. I used that in Standard Operating Procedure and Tabloid. It’s just a different idea of montage.

How does that work exactly?

How it works is that, say the person is on the left side of the frame, and I’ve shot them on a seamless background, on a painted canvas background, what you would find in a photographer’s studio. Also when I’ve shot the interviews, I pan the camera to the left, and I pan the camera to the right, so I have additional material. And, say I want to shift the person to the right in the frame, I shift them to the right digitally. I just move that whole section, and then paste in that same background on the left. So, if you like, it’s cutting and pasting. 
That almost makes it a kind of photographic animation.

But it is an effective way of avoiding jump cuts. Years and years ago I remember seeing Reds, and I believe that the interviews in Reds were inspired by Diane Keaton, she had suggested it because of her love of Gates of Heaven. The extraordinary thing about the interviews in Reds, aside from the fact that they were so beautifully lit by Storaro, is that they were in ’scope. And I think it’s an amazingly beautiful format for interviews. And they are ideal for shifting! And so I used the ’scope format for SOP and for Tabloid. I like the way it looks. I’m going to continue to use it. 
It’s interesting because it goes with the twists and turns of their telling of the story, too. You get a new angle on things, so to speak. 

Yeah. I even digitally—you know, there’s about three, maybe even four sections in the movie where it actually does a kind of pan from one character to another?
The whip pans.

That’s done digitally. I like to think of myself as being on the forefront of interview technology. 
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