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The Apprentice

Screenwriter Gabriel Sherman on ‘The Apprentice’

When did you first come across Donald Trump as a public figure, and what was
your impression of him?

I’'ve been thinking and writing about him for the better part of 20 years. My first job
was as a journalist covering real estate in New York City when | was just out of
college. One of the things that always struck me is that | could get him on the
phone any time | needed a quote for an article. Later, we see in the film how Roy
Cohn taught him how to use the media to keep his name in the papers. But my first
exposure to him was somebody who loved to see his name in print.

Fast-forward to 2016, | was covering his presidential campaign as a political
journalist at New York. | had interviewed him, visited Mar-a-Lago [the Florida
resort/club he owns and has used as his primary residence since 2019]. It struck
me that one of the things | heard on the campaign trail was that Trump was using
the lessons Roy had taught him. That was the spark of the idea of a film that
explored how Roy moulded Trump’s personality.

This film is about Trump in the 70s and 80s. How did you research it?

| interviewed people who worked with Trump and Cohn in that period. | read every
single book and article written about them, especially the ones that were written in
the 70s and 80s in real time. | was able to piece together this portrait of these two
characters and then dramatise it. This is my interpretation of them as characters.
Obviously, it's based on real events, but it’s a work of fiction.

There is an onscreen note at the start suggesting that. How much of it is
fictionalised?

The vast majority of the [events in the movie] are real. It's happened. There’s a clear
historical record that validates everything in it. The main thing you have to do when
you’re dramatising real events is obviously the dialogue between them in private.
There are no audio recordings of them together. That’s my imagination, and | had to
compress some events for time. The note’s not trying to suggest that the movie is
completely made up. It’s just that, for dramatic purposes, some of the events had
to be compressed for time.

Why go the fiction route rather than making a straight documentary?

There’s so much information about Trump in the world, but you don’t feel anything
when you read Wikipedia. When | wrote the film, | wanted audiences to feel they
were with a human being, a real character, rather than just absorbing information.
Because that’s what’s new about this film. Yes, people say, ‘Oh, we already know a
lot about Trump,” but we don’t have the feeling of what it’s like to see him doing the
things that are portrayed in the film. It's much more an emotional, visceral
experience.

Ivana Trump alleged Donald Trump raped her in a divorce deposition in 1990. Then,
in a 1993 book, she said that although she ‘felt violated’ and ‘referred to this as a
“rape”, | do not want my words to be interpreted in a literal or criminal sense’. Many
years later, in 2015, she made another statement, part of which said, ‘The story is
totally without merit. Donald and | are the best of friends.” Why did you include the
alleged rape in the film?

As a writer, my job is to try to express what is the most emotionally true portrayal of
the characters. lvana made the allegations originally under oath by penalty of
perjury. If she made up those allegations, and Trump could prove it, she would be
committing a crime. Her subsequent statements clarified that she didn’t mean it
was a criminal act. That was under pressure from Trump’s lawyers prior to the
publication of a book [Lost Tycoon: The Many Lives of Donald J. Trump, 1993]. And
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then in 2015, he’s running for president. She’s the mother of his children, and her
children have the opportunity to have their father in the White House.

If you’re a writer, and you’re thinking about all these things, what feels the most
emotionally true to you? What is just your common sense tells you is the most true
version? | would say the first version, which she said under oath. And so, | felt that
was actually the most clearest, truest expression of what Trump was like at that
point in their marriage, and | felt it was my duty to not shy away from that.

Also, this is a man who has been credibly accused of sexual assault by multiple
women over his life. So, if this is a movie that’s trying to establish his character,
where his character came from, it wouldn’t be a fully honest portrayal if we didn’t at
least touch on that part of his character. That’s the reason | thought it was so
important to include in the film.

The film’s key relationship, that between Trump and Cohn, has a familiar feel: one of
mentee eventually overshadowing mentor. Were there any other stories you looked
to for inspiration?

In some ways, it’s a little bit like The Godfather Part Il [1974]. Michael Corleone
becoming the true gangster that he was born to be. Another really influential movie
is Elia Kazan’s A Face in the Crowd [1957]. It was a movie about what power does
to somebody. In another way, it’s also a similar arc to A Star is Born [1954]
because Donald’s star goes up, Roy’s star comes down. There’s so much rich
opportunity for drama in those films.

How much of Trump’s latter-day behaviour do you think can be attributed to his
early days in business, as depicted in the film?

A lot of it. The end of the movie is really supposed to show that Trump, by the late
1980s, really was the person we think of who's the politician today. Cohn says,
‘Always attack.” Trump always attacks his opponents. Cohn taught him to admit
nothing, deny everything. Trump always denies any responsibility and then never
admits defeat. What did he do after the 2020 election? He refused to say that he
lost. | think we just see so much of Roy Cohn’s influence playing out in the present
day.

In May, Steven Cheung, Trump’s campaign spokesman, threatened the film with
legal action. Then Trump’s attorney sent a cease-and-desist letter trying to block it
from being released. Has anything else happened on that front?

No, nothing. I've not heard anything since the Cannes premiere.
What sort of feedback are you expecting in general?

Based on how much media attention it’s gotten already, I’'m hopeful that there’s a
big audience for the film. | remember last year, when Barbie came out, the
filmmaker [Greta Gerwig] said, ‘If you hate Barbie, this movie’s for you. And if you
love Barbie, this movie’s for you.” And that’s something Ali has been talking about.
No matter what your politics are, we want you to see this movie. There’s so much
you can either agree or disagree with. That's why we’re hoping it plays nationwide
in a lot of places where Trump’s very popular. That people go see the film, not just
in New York or Los Angeles.

It comes out about a month before the election. What impact are you hoping the
film has on American voters?

It would be self-serving to imagine that a movie can have any impact on an
election. | wouldn’t even begin to predict. | just want as many people to see it [as
possible] and come to their own conclusions. I’'m fascinated to see how the world
actually engages with the movie, because it wasn’t written as a form of politics. We
had no idea that this movie would come out while Trump was still running for
president. It was complete luck that it just timed this way.

Interview by Lou Thomas, Sight and Sound, November 2024
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