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Popeye

Altman on ‘Popeye’

| really asked to do Popeye because ... why not”? A movie is just a fantasy
anyway. And it occurred to me that this was a chance to create my own
environment, which I’d done in Quintet but it didn’t work with audiences or
critics. Popeye was never really a favourite of mine. | mean, | was certainly
aware of him when | was very young. | was a sort of frustrated cartoonist
myself, and it was easy to draw Popeye, easy to copy him. But | didn’t really
understand what | consider to be the social impact Popeye had until | decided
| was going to do the picture, then went back and read a lot of the original
comic strips.

What | think we’re doing in both Quintet and Popeye is creating a culture that
has its own restrictions and boundaries. | dare say that if | took you to some
Sherpa village in Tibet, the way people live there and their customs would be
as strange to you as the people in Sweethaven. Quintet was a lot more
allegorical, because we only dealt with the principal characters, and everyone
else was almost zombie-like. But of course that was part of the particular
environment. What I’m trying to say is that the environment, the look of the
place, the costumes, the fact of the dogs in Quintet or the absence of animals
in Sweethaven ... all those things, whatever the rules | set up, are not anything
you can immediately identify with. With Popeye, of course, | had the cartoon
history to back me up. Had | invented the whole thing myself, and said okay,
this is a fairy tale I’'m going to show you, the picture would probably be

a failure.

It’s not possible, but | would love to be able to show Popeye to a broad
audience of people who had absolutely no reference to the cartoons or the
comic strips, cutting out the Max Fleischer extract and starting with the storm
at sea. What would they think? | haven’t the slightest idea. A few might say,
My God, this is genius; ninety-nine out of a hundred would probably say this
is the silliest thing I've ever seen in my life and get very angry. So the pre-
knowledge people have of Popeye is on the one hand a help, and on the
other a hindrance, because everyone has their own image, and if | don’t live
up to that, I’'m either falling short or I’'ve gone too far.

Robert Altman interviewed by Tom Milne and Richard Combs, Sight and Sound,
Summer 1981

A contemporary review

Popeye, the movie, seems to have existed for some time as one of those
Hollywood projects that generates a lot of interest, speculation and
negotiation, but which no one finally can bring themselves to make. The idea
evidently came to Robert Evans after he was outbid for the movie rights to
Annie, and he commissioned a script from cartoonist and E. C. Segar
enthusiast Jules Peiffer. But it then passed, more of a hot potato than a
property, from one director (Hal Ashby) who moved on to something else, to
others (Arthur Penn, Mike Nichols) who didn’t know what to make of it.
Popeye and Olive Oyl were signed up (Dustin Hoffman and Lily Tomlin), but
they too were lost. It has perhaps become the norm for big studio movies to
go through this kind of mill before emerging as thoroughly homogenised



super-productions. Popeye emerged, however, in the hands of one of the
industry’s alternative-culture directors, and what is most interesting is how the
two Hollywoods have found it a mutually happy hunting ground.

Affirmation is the order of the day, not merely because the musical comic-strip
is hardly suited to any other mood, but because comic-strips in general seem
recently to have become a mine of values once reserved to genres like the
historical epic and the Western. Popeye, like Superman, is about the Creation,
in national, religious and individual terms. It begins with the heavens erupting
over a tiny figure tossing on a stormy sea, follows him to a haven where he
has hopes of finding his lost paternity but which turns out to be suffering from
too much of the latter, brings him halfway home by providentially turning the
‘orphink’” into a parent, then reveals that the answer to his problem is also the
answer to Sweethaven’s, before making him a final gift of the secret of
manhood. Peiffer’s script encompasses this outlandish fable in a wittily light-
footed way, skirting all the Oedipal and Freudian traps into which his own strip
characters invariably tumble. Similarly, the plight of the citizens of
Sweethaven, squirming under the surrogate boot of their absentee dictator, is
described in a pixillated fashion, somewhere between a comic fairytale of
arbitrary monarchy and more contemporary rumblings of political paranoia.

The mood is summed up, as is much else that is disagreeable, by Olive Oyl
when complaining about the ‘ugly’ hat she is expected to wear to her
engagement party. ‘I think it’s a conspiracy. Why would they manufacture
deliberate ugliness unless they wanted me to look ugly? We find that out, we’ll
find out everything.” Beneath this, however, both the substance and the
poignance of Popeye’s odyssey derives much from its uncanny resemblance
to McCabe & Mrs. Miller. Sweethaven is a precarious outpost on the edge of
the wilderness, with a stirring anthem of Manifest Destiny (‘God will always
bless Sweethaven’) to boost the spirits of these frontier folk, who also have
hymns about more basic matters (‘Everything Is Food’). Popeye is the
stranger who turns up on a quest of his own, eventually to find his destiny
become part of the community’s. Thematically the parallel serves as a useful
underpinning, although other ideas of Altman’s (Sweethaven as a kind of
limbo, into which the more human Popeye drifts, to be gradually converted
into a cartoon character) don’t really surface in the realisation, mainly because
the comic-strip choreography imposes its own uniformity.

With delightfully inexact performances by its principals — hovering between
caricature and mime, silhouette figures who are almost human despite
themselves — the film is also a useful step back for Altman. It indulges his
rambling, home-movie approach to his art, the atmosphere of a family or a
stock-company enterprise, without quite the precious indulgence of A
Wedding or A Perfect Couple. And it certainly puts him back into the
mainstream from which he had wilfully strayed with the defiant confessional of
Quintet. It is a vision of the past — America’s and Altman’s — of the roots of
their cultural dreams. In its own idiosyncratic fashion, it works.

Richard Combs, Monthly Film Bulletin, March 1981
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Richard Libertini (Geezil)
Donald Moffat (the taxman)
MaclIntyre Dixon (Cole Oyl)
Roberta Maxwell (Nana Oyl)
Donovan Scott (Caster Oyl)
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The People of Sweethaven

Bill Irwin (Ham Gravy, the old boyfriend)
Robert Fortier (Bill Barnacle, the town drunk)
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Hovey Burgess (Mort)
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Margery Bond (Daisy)
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Sandra MacDonald (Violet)
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Paul Zegler (Mayor Stonefeller, the official)
Pamela Burrell (Mrs Stonefeller)
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The Musicians

Klaus Voormann (Von Schnitzel, the conductor)

Doug Dillard (Clem, the banjo player)

Van Dyke Parks (Hoagy, the piano player)

Stan Wilson (Oscar, the barber)
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Valerie Velardi (Cindy, the drudge)

Jack Mercer (voice of Popeye in the animated prologue)
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35mm print courtesy of the Robert Altman Collection at the UCLA
Film & Television Archive.
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