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Secret Honor

Altman on ‘Secret Honor’

I’'m interested in the complexity — or the simplicity, | should say — of American
politics, power politics. And | do have a political conscience. But | didn’t
approach this as a political piece; | took it as art, as a play. My feeling is that
it’s truthful if not factual. Obviously, if you took the political away from it, it
would be very thin. But I'm not interested in saying that this did or didn’t
happen. | think that the piece talks about the White House, the job, rather
than the facts of history.

If this were just about Nixon, | don’t think it would be anything. That’s what |
don’t like about all these one-man plays: Give ‘Em Hell Harry, for instance,
where they’re ‘doing’ Truman. When | first saw the play of Secret Honor, |
kept thinking about Kennedy, who was the big hero of all the people who
didn’t like Nixon. But | tried to think of how often Kennedy sat in his room,
knowing that there were certain things inside his brain which he couldn’t tell
another living soul. That was the specific thought that kicked me over into
doing this. Because | would be a lot happier if | hadn’t done it. I've spent a lot
of time and money on it; it has been a terrible uphill battle, and | know
ultimately that it’s going to succeed only on a very minor level. Which is all it
should. It may be valuable in that someone else might say, we should talk
about so and so in these terms, and that could start a whole trend that will far
exceed anything I've done. It’s using what intrigues you and applying the
same rules or scale to other people and events.

Everything in the play comes from things that Nixon has written, or that have
been written about him. The letter to his mother, for instance, is factual. But
you could take anyone — the good man, the bad man, the famous man, the
infamous man, the olbbscure man — and you could get all the information about
him that you want, and he could give it to you freely or you could use pliers on
his fingernails, and you still wouldn’t get an accurate picture. So you’re not
talking about a man, but about a phenomenon. And generally, the men who
are drawn into politics are like that. They have to be masters in the art of
compromise and disguise and serving other people’s interests. But those
aren’t the people they say they are serving. | think Reagan’s a far worse
human being in that respect than Nixon.

In terms of the research, there are a lot of things in there that | don’t even
know about. I'm still surprised to discover that there are certain lines in the
play that are direct quotes of Nixon’s. The harpsichord music that is playing
on the tape at the beginning is something that the director, Robert Harders,
and the actor, Philip Baker Hall, wanted. | don’t know if it’s something that
was a preference of Nixon’s. Philip and Bob were responsible for the
authorship a lot, they gave it a shape. Philip plays the piano, in fact he has



built a harpsichord and he builds guitars. He really knows more about the play
than | do, he’s very intelligent about it. He says he looks at the whole thing as
one sentence, and he has to balance it as one sentence.

| cut a lot from the play. It ran over two hours when | first saw it, with an
intermission. But you couldn’t crank the audience up again after the break.
Then we made further cuts when we shot the film. | wanted the relief of having
some pauses in there, those flat times, and | wanted that long opening.

The biggest problem in reaching audiences is getting over the initial hurdle —
which was also my first reaction — of saying, | don’t want to see another
comedian doing cheap shots at Nixon. He's too easy a target. He has
become a classic cartoon figure, and people were getting tired of it. After all,
Gore Vidal did a play about Nixon in the early 60s, which | saw on Broadway.
It was a kind of political cartoon, all slashing humour. The interesting thing I've
found about Secret Honor is that the people who were big Nixon supporters
don’t hate the film at all. They’ve said that it just shows you what a difficult
time the poor man had, and how good his intentions were. And the people
who hated Nixon have said I'm not sure | like that piece, it makes him almost
human. | don’t think it’s in any sense pro-Nixon, but | think it’s good to shake
people out of that real hard polarisation where he is just some kind of
cardboard figure.

When we filmed the play, it was done in an actual room, not a set. It was a
reception room in a women'’s residential hall, one of those nice old stately
buildings, where the ladies could receive their young men. All we did was to
redress it. | teach at the University of Michigan, and we brought the play there
and made an accredited course out of it. We had five performances, then we
shot it with about 15 graduate students on the crew. It crossed over a lot of
academic lines, and it also kind of proved that you don’t need all those high-
expertise crew members to put black drapes over the windows. It was a non-
union film, and | financed it completely myself. | lectured during the process,
and we had television monitors outside where students could come and
watch the film being made. The music was written by one of the professors
and performed by the school orchestra. So it became a good test project for
the kind of thing we’re talking about doing there, which is giving students
hands-on experience, not just theory. It was also about taking theatre to film
without filming it on the stage and without having it rewritten for the screen.

| think it’s better on film than on stage by a long shot. We didn’t have the
closed-circuit monitors on stage, and they help a great deal because they
emphasise the whole idea of media participation in politics. Also the
vagueness of those monitors is a little weird, | get very strange impressions.
There’s one point where he’s getting up — he’s been on his knees, doing that
little dog, arf, arf —and as he gets up, on the monitor, the way he moves
reminds me of a silent movie. The gun of course was in the play, but the clock
was not. | put that in primarily just to get a sense of urgency, to suggest that



he has a plan. The piece works pretty much in real time, but | try to get that
sense of o’clock in everything | do. | keep thinking, where’s the clock?

| can never explain the reasons for the framing or composition in my fiims.

Yet there is a pattern, it’s very evident. | think it rarely comes consciously,
although there are always things like the final shot of Streamers, where | knew
exactly what | wanted to do. In fact, only twice in that film was there a
conventional dolly shot, at the end and during the knife fight, and the set was
designed for that. The rest of the time the camera was like on a balloon, just
floating. Here the only thing | consciously recall was that | wanted to keep the
camera away from the actor. | didn’t want to allow the audience to look at him
too closely until they had accepted him. | didn’t want them saying, that
doesn’t look like Nixon to me. For the same reason, the beginning is awfully
long and slow. | protected it a little bit so that | could always have cut it down,
but | could never bring myself to do it. | wanted them to know that | wasn’t
going to rush this; that this is the way it is and the way it has to be perceived.

| also tried to get a kind of dark feeling in that opening, the way he is seen
approaching his office on the monitors. He’s very stiff and formal in the way
he dresses, and the smoking jacket he puts on goes with a certain Sherlock
Holmes/Christopher Lee ambience. But the decor really is quite functional; it’s
a sort of microcosm of his memory of what he imagined being rich, or
successful, or the President, or all those things, would mean. And there’s
nothing comfortable in that. It comes out in the play when he talks about the
law offices he saw in New York as a young man, and he recalls wood
panelling, thick carpets, all that deep velvet feeling that people associate
with luxury. Any time | see rooms like that | think of Cocteau’s Beauty and
the Beast.

Robert Altman interviewed by Richard Combs, Monthly Film Bulletin, January 1985
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