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The Player

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away the film’s ending.
Robert Altman on ‘The Player’

| hadn’t heard of this project until March a year ago. | hadn’t read or heard of
the book; it was just presented to me by my agent, who said there’s a script
out there you might like and they’re looking for a director. | read it and said, |
would do this if the circumstances were right.

Didn’t you think it was perfect for you?

It was good casting to put me in it. We thought we’d get a certain amount of
tension from the film, that it wouldn’t just be ignored, mainly because of my
presence. But we've had a great response to it; I've never seen anything quite
like it.

Were the stars a help?

That was one of my primary ideas. | said, if we do this, let’s see if we can’t do
what | did in 7anner ‘88, the television series about the man who ran for
president, where we mixed real people with our fictional characters. It seems
to me that it would be very difficult to do a film in Hollywood about the movie
business and not see any movie people walking around or sitting in
restaurants. And we always had the mandate to use actors for the ‘Habeas
Corpus’ film and the dailies.

It was easy to get people to do it: | just called them up and asked them.

| gave them a capsule of the script and said, it has a happy ending: it’s about
a studio executive who murders a writer and gets away with it. And they all
laughed and said count me in.

But | think the reason those people did that so graciously was that they
wanted to stand up and be counted. They wanted to join the protest. And the
protest is against the greed factor. I'm getting mail from people who work in
museums, who say, my God, this is the museum system, or this is the
magazine business, this is the way my goddamn editors are. So if I’'m correct
in that, we should do big business outside. For the Hollywood people, it’s just
a home movie: oh look, there’s so and so. It’s good for gossip: who is Griffin
Mill really supposed to be? For me, he isn’t supposed to be anybody. | don’t
know these players any more, they’re all too young, they were on tricycles
when | was in Hollywood last. | can’t remember their names or connect them
to the faces. And by the time | do remember their names, they’ll be gone.

Has Hollywood really changed so much? Surely since the 20s it’s always
been a place of greed?

Yes, but they used the artists. They knew they had to have the artists to make
the product they were selling. No matter how much they bullied them or how
greedy they got, they were still making movies. As bad as those guys were,
they’d go on hunches. Hunches are probably using all your senses, conscious
and unconscious, and making a decision. Now the hunch is gone, because
the room up top is empty. You’ve got all these players who keep sending
projects upstairs, to get a ‘no’. When it gets up there what comes back is
what was sent up — the data on how well it’s going to do.



What we make now are pictures that worked before; they’re in the business
of making copies. The artists are the ones who have to feed the marketing
machine — we have a joke about it in the flm when he says, it’s pretty
interesting to eliminate the writer from the creative process; if we can just get
rid of the director and the actors we’ve got this thing beat.

You're not confused about why people like this film?

| don’t know exactly why they like it. There are a lot of reasons. | think maybe
it's because the timing is right. | fully believe that Hollywood is a metaphor for
our culture and our society. | think that the film is a reflection of what'’s
happening in the election: people are tired of and object to people who just
take, take, take and don’t give back. In other words, when their object is just
to make money. That’s why this film is being received so well.

In a way, though, the film seems your least political and most removed from
political reality. It’s a self-encloseq, reflexive artifice, from the opening tracking
shot to the implied circularity of the enading.

To me, it’s like a painting; | do a certain subject. But | do think the film is
politically oriented; it’s a metaphor for politics. | think the audience has so
much information now from all the media, so much is talked about Hollywood
and how much people make, it’s like the basketball and baseball players.
Then these guys who run the corporations, the Steve Rosses and the people
making $64 million in salary. It's shocking to people. And | don’t see these
people putting it back in.

You've always resisted happy endings in your fims, or at least an ending that
fies things up neatly. Isn’t The Player an exception to this in its closure?

Its structure is like a snall; it turns back into itself just like a fantail shrimp; it
reflects itself. Now | can really see what the structure is, | can almost parse it.
I'm sure that for the next film | do, I'll keep some of these things in mind. What
| learned is now filtered in with my own lore and consequently the next film will
be changed.

Is there any character in this film that you identity with?

No, not really, though | see pieces of myself in all the characters. | can
understand what their motivation is and what they think about themselves.

One scene in The Player expresses the film’s implicit voyeurism — when
Tim Robbins is talking to Greta Scacchi while peering through her window.

That’s why the scene was done that way. The June Gudmunsdottir character
is the one | had the most difficulty with in the script. | decided we shouldn’t
introduce her until very late: we're trying to set up a point of passion with her.
So their first conversation is over the telephone. In the conversation, | indicate
that Griffin is starting to flirt with her and they kind of connect. But how to do
that”? Then | realised that if | show him watching her and she doesn’t know
she’s being observed, he can create a fantasy about her. That’s the way we
get interested in people. And | was always playing with the primal idea that
when a guy goes in and kills another man, he takes the woman: the guy goes
in and rapes the town and kills the soldier and takes the woman. So | was
trying to use that. And to justify what Griffin does. So | felt that to make this
woman so interesting to him, I'd let him create her. | took the position that
June Gudmunsdottir too doesn’t exist; she could be anybody, but he sees
her in a certain way that fascinates him because of what she offers him,
because she’s not part of his world.



| think for the guy she’s living with, she’s the perfect woman. You go your own
way, you don’t see her much, you don’t have to take her to the movies with
you. | assume she cooks for him, she sits there, she sleeps with him, but she
doesn’t bother him. It seems that Kahane was offering her to Griffin.

| felt that we should make her a movie character. | tried to explain it to Greta:
you’re not a real person, you’re acting in a movie, you don’t have to find out
the truth in this woman because there isn’t any truth, she doesn’t really exist.
So you have to find what it is that becomes intriguing to this guy. Is it her
philosophy, what she says, her vulnerability and openness”? He hasn’t seen
anything like this, everything in his world has reason.

/s she like a blank movie screen on which you can project your desires?

Absolutely. That’s the way | felt about it. | know Tolkin had it differently, but...
(shrugs).

It seems that with her, Griffin might even be redeemed.

He’s about to be redeemable. He has a compulsion to confess to her; he
feels guilt about this thing. He’s not a murderer, he’s a manslaughterer. If he
hadn’t seen her when he talked to her, | wonder if he would have gone so far
as to kill the guy? Maybe her presence brought out a primal thing in him?

There seems to be a molif of ritual murder or sacrficial death in your movies,
as well as in Tolkin’s.

What other films is that in?
Let’s see... McCabe & Mrs. Miller, Vincent & Theo.

Well, yeah. See, death is the only ending | know. A movie doesn’t end; it has
a stopping place. That story, those people don’t die then: they live on and
have terrible lives if it’s a happy ending, or if it’s a sad ending, they may
survive it and recover and have happy lives. So death is the only ending and |
deal with death as an ending. The people | have die are usually the wrong
people, the ones you don’t expect to die. That's the way it seems when
people die — when friends of mine die, it’s not the person | expect, it's always
somebody | didn’t expect. So that’s another little truth thing | feel, and | feel
compelled to use those kinds of things.

In your films, the gifted individual is invariably crushed by the system. Do you
feel that’s inevitable?

| don’t know. | don’t feel there’s any justice in death, in who dies and who
doesn’t. And I'm not sure who'’s better off — the person who dies, or the
person who doesn’t. If you say happy ending, let’s talk about 7he FPlayer.

If you’re following Bonnie Sherow in 7he Flayer, it’s not really a happy ending;
if you follow Griffin Mill, it is. But if you think about it, it’s not really a happy
ending because this guy has lost his soul; he’s become nothing. And with her,
this could be a happy ending: even though she’s sad right now, she’s out of
this fucking mess and maybe she’ll find some expression in life that will give
her more happiness.

Robert Altman interviewed by Peter Keogh, Sight & Sound, June 1992
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