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LEGENDARY  
DOCUMENTARIAN  
ALBERT MAYSLES 
GETS TO THE  
HEART OF  
THE MATTER

What lies at the bottom of your 
decision to become a photog-

rapher or filmmaker? Forget about 
light, and visuals, and composi-
tion and all the other interesting 
technical elements your medium of 
choice offers, and think about why 
you really, truly spend your time 
engaged in this activity. The days 
of your life add up. What is it you 
want to experience? What is it you 
want to accrue over time, and why? 

For Albert Maysles, one of Amer-
ica’s foremost nonfiction filmmak-
ers, the act of filming is, and always 
has been, an act of friendship. At 
the heart of all of his films—includ-
ing Salesman, Gimme Shelter and 
Grey Gardens for which he is best 
known—is the genuine desire “to 
get close,” as Maysles so plainly 
puts it. With so clear and worth-
while an intention, it’s no wonder 
his films have moved so many.

Known as pioneers of “direct 
cinema,” Albert and his brother, 
David Maysles, with whom he col-
laborated until his death in 1987, 
made films that showed real life 
unfolding, without sets, scripts, 
interviews, narration or added 
soundtrack. A distinctly American 
version of the French cinema verité, 
direct cinema was developed in the 

1960s by filmmakers Robert Drew, 
D. A. Pennebaker, Richard Leacock 
and Maysles after Drew had the 
inspiration to apply Life magazine’s 
style of candid, behind-the-scenes 
still photography to filmmaking.

At that time, filming with syn-
chronized sound required a crew of 
individuals. In order to have a less 
imposing presence during filming 
and the necessary mobility for the 
candid moments they were after, 
the group invented new, light-
weight, hand-held equipment that 
recorded synchronized sounds and 
required just two people to operate. 
The effects were groundbreaking. 
In 1960 they made their first work 
of direct cinema, a well-known 
documentary called Primary that 
shows Hubert Humphrey and 
young John F. Kennedy (as well as 
his wife Jackie) as they battle for 
the 1960 Democratic presidential 
nomination. And “it’s been great 
sailing ever since,” says Maysles.

Eventually Albert and his brother 
struck out on their own, mak-
ing Showman (1963), an hour-long 
portrait of movie producer Joseph 
E. Levine, followed by What’s Hap-
pening! The Beatles in the USA (1964), 
a documentary about the Beatles’ 
first two weeks in the United States, 

left: Albert Maysles in his office holding his first still camera, which he bought at a hardware store for 
35 cents when he was ten years old. On the wall behind him, below the artwork for Gimme Shelter, is 
the first photograph he ever made, a tender portrait of his brother David sleeping.
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Meet Marlon Brando (1965), a profile of 
one of the most intriguing actors of that 
time, and With Love From Truman (1966), 
intimate footage of author Truman 
Capote discussing his book In Cold Blood. 

And then came the Maysles brothers’ 
Salesman (1968), in which Albert and 
David turned their camera on a group 
of more ordinary folks, four door-to-
door Bible salesman as they make their 
rounds, attend professional meetings 
and weather downtime on the road. 

Regarded as a classic American documen-
tary, Salesman was the first feature-length 
documentary ever made, and showcased 
perhaps more than ever the intimacy 
and honesty the Maysles brothers were 
capable of fostering as they filmed—an 
art that moves way beyond that of techni-
cal prowess. 

Albert Maysles will tell you that this 
ability to make people feel comfortable 
is a trait he absorbed from his parents. 
“My mother said something many times, 
‘There is good in everybody,’ and that’s 
been a kind of guiding principle. It helps 
me to film people whom I don’t entirely 
agree with and [it gives me something] 
I can connect with in a timely fashion. 
But I am also kind with people. If they 
haven’t caught that immediately, then 
as I film, they’ll sense it,” Maysles says, 
by his filming during appropriate times 
and not filming during moments that 
could be embarrassing or potentially 
hurtful. However, he admits he also films 
moments that are “on the fence. I get a 
little bit over the edge, but not too far,” 

knowing he can always cut it from the 
edit later if appropriate. 

For Maysles, this approach also 
provides the necessary foundation for 
making authentic and meaningful films. 
“Kindness is a word that permeates every-
thing I do: in the editing, in the filming, 
in the relationship; it is that kind of love 
and care for people that is paramount to 
everything I do. Without that—and there 
are filmmakers who don’t work that way, 
they’re out to express a point of view no 
matter what—I think it’s very hurtful. It 
can do damage to the people who are be-
ing filmed, and they hate the film.” 

Maysles recalls a scene in Primary in 
which he filmed Jackie Kennedy’s fidget-
ing hands, which she hid from the rest 

top left: Marlon Brando, in the midst of a marathon, 
day-long series of filmed interviews with reporters, in 
Meet Marlon Brando. top Right: The Beatles arrive in 
the United States in What’s Happening! The Beatles 
in the USA. Middle left: Movie producer Joseph E. 
Levine with Oscar-winner Sophia Loren in Showman. 
Middle Right: David Maysles and Albert Masyles with 
members of The Rolling Stones during the filming of 
Gimme Shelter. BottoM: Orson Welles pitching a movie 
that would include “direct cinema” techniques in Orson 
Welles in Spain.

top: “Little Edie” Bouvier Beale during the filming of 
Grey Gardens. BottoM: “Big Edie” Bouvier Beale and her 
daughter banter on the deck of their dilapidated man-
sion in Grey Gardens.  

of the cameras flashing before her. “Look 
at her face and you don’t know she was 
nervous, but the hands tell it all. When 
[Kennedy] saw the film, she said, ‘Oh, I’ve 
got to show that to my grandchildren!’ 
So it’s an embarrassing moment, but per-
haps somehow I know it’s the right thing 
[to include in the film.] It’s being kind. 
But you are taking something of a risk.”

Given the exceptionally gentle touch 
Maysles has with the people he films, it 
might not be surprising to learn he started 
out as a psychology professor at Boston 
University, where he had received his 
master’s. He became a filmmaker because 
he planned to visit mental hospitals in Rus-
sia in 1955, and figured he should have a 
16mm camera there to document what he 
saw. That film, Psychiatry in Russia, touched 
off a lifetime of filmmaking, all of which 
has at its root the human desire to under-
stand and appreciate one another. 

“The act of filming is an act of friend-
ship,” he says. “And the act of seeing a 
film is making friends with people on the 
screen who are filmed in such an intimate 
fashion that you feel that you now know 
these people—sometimes better than 
you know somebody in your own family! 
It’s such a fantastic gift. I am still super 
delighted with it,” says the filmmaker, now 

86 years old.
After Salesman, the Maysles brothers 

made Gimme Shelter (1970), a riveting 
portrayal of the Rolling Stones on their 
American tour that culminates in a killing 
at a concert, and perhaps their most well-
known film, Grey Gardens (1976), a docu-
mentary that brings viewers exceptionally 
close to a reclusive mother-daughter pair 
living in a decaying East Hampton man-
sion. The Maysles brothers themselves ap-
pear in both of these films—Albert filming, 
David capturing sound—because the act 
of filming became part of the stories that 
unfolded. “Alfred Hitchcock came up with 
this wonderful sentence: ‘In feature films, 
the director is God; in documentary films, 
God is the director.’ So you’re in good 
company when things happen under his 
control, not yours.” 

It’s this “romance of discovery” among 
a wellspring of captivating subjects that 
spurred the Maysles brothers to make 
many more beautiful, noteworthy films 
over the years, such as Academy Award-
nominated Christo’s Valley Curtain (1973). 
Today, some thirty years after his brother 
David’s death, Maysles works with other 
like-hearted collaborators and shoots with 
a Sony NX-30. Right now he’s at work on 
many projects, including In Transit, a film 
of stories and encounters he has with 
people as they get on and off the train; Kids 
Talk, in which Maysles films two six-year-
old friends in spontaneous conversation 
with each other; and his nonprofit Maysles 
Institute and Cinema in Harlem, New York 
City, which teaches and screens documen-
tary films. 

Accruing friendships through filmmak-
ing for so many years has given Maysles 
great peace of mind.  “I think a lot of what 
it’s all about, and I’m kind of scared of be-
ing this age,” he says. “I don’t have another 
30 years to go, and the idea of an afterlife, 
I never believed in it, and I don’t find it 
necessary to believe in it. I think that you 
do what you can, and that’s a thing of 
beauty perhaps of its own, and perhaps 
you’ve made life better for other people as 
well: your wife, children. In my own case, 
my films have given a lot of understanding 
to what we have and what we should do or 
not do. I think that Salesman, for example, 
gives us a very sympathetic view of people 
who are at the wrong job and who are 
there because of a system, and perhaps 
we should do something about that. 
They’re fully capable of any college degree, 
but none of them are college graduates. 
You are engaged with them completely, 
enough so that you feel as they feel: they’re 
not doing the right thing. So you wonder 
in watching that film, I’m sure, ‘Is my 
work something like that? Am I an adver-
tisement for something that I don’t believe 
in? I’ve got to do something about that.’”  w

“THE ACT OF 
FILMING IS  
AN ACT OF 
FRIENDSHIP,  
AND THE ACT  
OF SEEING A 
FILM IS MAK-
ING FRIENDS 
WITH PEO-
PLE ON THE 
SCREEN.”

Be sure to watch a clip from Maysles’ compel-
ling new film, In Transit, which is currently in 
production. The clip is available through our 
digital edition at http://bit.ly/1dr5Cvq
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CLICK HERE 
TO VIEW 
VIDEO


