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Foreword


By Paul Thomas Anderson





It feels home-grown and handmade. There have been a hundred who have tried to be Robert Altman – or Altman-esque – but they miss that certain ingredient: they aren’t him. There’s no-one like him. He can be imitated and he can influence, but he’s impossible to catch up with or cage – he’s unpredictable, and the river he follows is his own. He’s stubborn and giving and petulant and comforting, and he has the best smile a movie director has ever had. A man from Kansas City who fought in wars, who tattooed dogs, who wrote songs and punched producers. He puffed out his chest and had the formula for chicken-shit plastered on his motorcycle helmet.


You can’t call too many film directors artists. But Bob is. Directors can be a nasty, malevolent little group, but when Bob’s name comes up – everybody stops and changes their tune. Everyone respects Bob. Everybody stands down and looks up.


Watching his films as a fan, then later as an observer on his sets, one thing holds true: it’s impossible to see where the conversation ends and the scene begins. It all feels like a dress rehearsal, and before there’s too much time to think or second-guess, he’s moved on. Say something once, why say it again? As he likes to say, ‘Let’s get to the verb.’


I watched Bob shoot a scene and he had a big wide smile on his face – and as the scene went on and on and on and the actors strayed from the script and got better and better, he turned and said, ‘This is the way. Good disintegration.’


What if Robert Altman had to fill out a form and list his credits? It would look funny. It would probably look fake. How could one person be responsible for so many good films? Add to that, how could one person be responsible for so many truly great films? The work and all that goes into it is food and drink to him. I once told him I was going to Hawaii for a vacation and he looked at me like I was crazy. I asked him why he was looking at me like that and he said, ‘I could never do that. Too far from the action.’


I’ve stolen from Bob as best I can. When I first began to really digest movies as something I wanted to try – the work that spoke to me most was his. The films, and the man that he is, have put a soft boot-print in my mind’s eye that I cherish.


From his work, I began to realise that I didn’t need any of the things I’d learned in the ‘How to Make Movies Book’. There didn’t have to be lessons or a moral to the story; things could drift in and out and stories could ramble and be more effective in glimpsing moments of truth rather than going for the touchdown. They could be long, they could be musicals without people singing, and they could be dirty and smart at the same time. Beginnings, middles and ends could all flow delicately together in any order, and weren’t even needed to be a great film. Things could just happen without explanation or too much fanfare, and the results would take care of themselves. This has been Bob’s great contribution: it doesn’t have to be spelled out. If it’s there and an audience wants to take something, they are free to. And we are lucky audiences because of it. Bob lets his mind wander and allows us to enjoy it. He’s nice to us because he’s good to his instinct. It’s hard to find heroes in Bob’s movies. Most of his characters are just folks trying to move along without too much fuss. Bob’s films taught me to trust that the most interesting thing – the only interesting thing on screen – is the people.


His movies were the first I saw that took away preciousness. I could feel that the hands that made these films were not too polite. Bob has always needed only some celluloid and some sound to get the action moving and send the actors on their way – because that’s where the verb is. So it was okay to be rough and spit-shine it, there was no need to polish and admire, because that would be lame and it would all just get in the way of the good time that making films can be.


I’m so happy to introduce this book. I feel honoured to be near Bob’s side from time to time. I got my eyes and ears opened to a new way with his work. We all did. The old saying that ‘There’s nothing that hasn’t been done’ is true – as long as we agree that Bob did it first.




 





Paul Thomas Anderson


November 2005
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1 Altman at the Lion’s Gate multi-track soundboard while filming Nashville (1975)








Whenever Robert Altman is asked about his philosophy of film-making, his answer is usually along these lines:




It’s the doing that’s the important thing. I equate film-making with sandcastles. You get a bunch of mates together and go down to the beach and build a great sandcastle. You sit back and have a beer, the tide comes in, and in twenty minutes it’s just smooth sand. That structure you made is in everybody’s memories, and that’s it. You all start walking home, and someone says, ‘Are you going to come back next Saturday and build another one?’ And another guy says, ‘Well, OK, but I’ll do moats this time, not turrets!’ But that, for me, is the real joy of it all, that it’s just fun, and nothing else.





Altman’s sandcastle analogy – which has provided the name of his production company and office – has remained consistent throughout his career, one of the most extensive and adventurous to be found in the history of American cinema. He didn’t begin as a studio tea boy or a precocious student but learned his craft by making what would now be called corporate films in a wholly commercial world that explained the rules and techniques of a sport or the need for better road safety. From this, he graduated to television; not to the brow-beating, socially conscious live drama that spawned Sidney Lumet and John Frankenheimer but, rather, to inside the factory, churning out popular series based around simple concepts, likeable character actors and solid genre situations. Little of this prepared the world for the battered visuals, explosive humour and ‘fuck ’em’ attitude of M*A*S*H, which shocked the industry above all for being made not by a bearded ‘movie brat’ but a seasoned player of forty-five years of age.


Throughout the 1970s, now so often lauded as that great decade when American cinema had brains, sensitivity and an adult attitude, Altman seemed unstoppable, exploding myths and genres and creating the all-encompassing ensemble film par excellence in Nashville. These were films that revealed a truer American history, suggested life did not have happy endings and defied all expectations. Even while working with the major studios, Altman held to his independence and went his way no matter what. By the time he had delivered Popeye, a seriously inventive children’s musical (and one that, contrary to popular misconception, made money), his maverick persona was regarded as too dangerous for a system dominated by power-hungry executives and agents only hot for the post-Jaws blockbuster. But Altman was, as the song in Nashville told it, determined to ‘Keep a’ Goin’ and found himself an unexpected niche in filming challenging stage plays, as well as practically inventing a new form in television, the mockumentary, in Tanner ’88.



Then, with Vincent & Theo, a biopic with a difference, and the smart reflexive games of The Player, Altman proved himself as protean as ever, leading to another string of multitextured features that led from an epic of small lives, Short Cuts, to a deliciously sly take on the British period mystery thriller, Gosford Park. Typically, the latter was not so much a ‘whodunnit?’ as a ‘who gives a damn whodunnit?’, exploring character and texture from an entirely fresh and personal viewpoint. And all through this extraordinary catalogue, he went into each project in the hope that if the pleasure taken in the process paid off, then that was far preferable to failing to translate the perfect script into a perfect film. Just like mucking about on the beach, really.


Putting aside the sheer volume of his work, it is Altman’s turning upside down of movie conventions – the constant throwing out of the rule book – that has made him such a commanding presence. Surviving the constraints of little time and money in delivering hours and hours of generic television series clearly showed him exactly what needed to be done, just so that he could later undo it. Once liberated from the standard demands of master shot and close-ups to be handed over to an unseen editor, Altman began to allow himself to roam free, drifting around a scene like a bloodhound following the scent, zooming almost casually on to significant details or simply making surprising connections. By putting separate microphones on his actors, he found that not only could the camera be distant from the action, removing the performer’s need to be aware of its position, but that he could also mix the sound to catch one conversation while filtering out another. All this contributed to Altman’s determination to convey the fleeting nature of life as we experience it, with all the frustration of its lack of precision and the pleasure of happy accidents.


And what of Altman’s actual preoccupations? These have always been harder to pin down, since by his own account so many of his projects have seemingly come about through serendipity. But often he has revealed his keen eye for the essence of the American character and has brilliantly undermined empty myths, be they of the glory of the Old West, the earnest homilies of country-and-western music or the splendour of wealth. Without any need for ‘correctness’, he has displayed a true liberal’s hope for tolerance and honesty, and with Tanner ’88 provided one of the sharpest snapshots of the American political scene around. And it was his experience on that ground-breaking television series (where with consummate ease he blended fiction and reality) that led him on to a path which culminated in his impressionistic glide through the world of ballet, The Company. He feels sure – and he may well be right – that this element of his work may be what will eventually mark him out most of all. 


Although Altman has rarely talked about the inheritance of cinema with the passion of, say, Martin Scorsese, two directors to whom he has often paid tribute are Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman. And something of the polar extremes found in the work of these esteemed European auteurs is reflected in Altman’s own swing between the broad canvas of multi-character, multi-narrative extravaganzas (M*A*S*H*, Nashville, Gosford Park) and intimate, troubled, metaphysical dramas, especially those focused on the female experience (Images, 3 Women). Altman has been attacked on occasion for his apparently cruel treatment of women in film. At the same time, it has been women who have come most strongly to his defence. Indeed, his exceptional work with actresses won him no less than a mentoring award from Women in Film, an occasion accompanied by speeches from, among others, Emily Watson and Sally Kellerman, as well as taped tributes by Jennifer Jason Leigh and Lily Tomlin. In return, Altman has always been unstinting in his appreciation of the actor’s craft, insisting that they are the essence of a film. As a result, he has rarely had any problem in commanding impressive cast lists.


Above all, for him film really is a collaborative process, even if his embracing of the talent of others has led to some artistic partners moving enthusiastically in and uncomfortably out of his charmed circle. Famously, he has never been an easy director for screenwriters, who have found their carefully honed texts freely adapted and regarded as simply a blueprint to Altman’s very personal sense of construction work. But he has never been less than open about his method, of the necessity of responding to the organic nature of film-making, the diverse personalities of his cast or even simply the climate on location. One of the analogies made most frequently is that Altman is like a supreme jazz composer, taking up solid riffs and tunes and guiding his virtuoso musicians through an entirely fresh set of variations and improvisations. If the result is not always as well tuned or satisfyingly constructed as a critic or an audience might demand, it is what it is (just as ‘I yam what I yam’) and there is always the chance it may provoke a deeper response in years to come. Altman has often said that the greatest films are the ones you leave not being able to explain but knowing that you have experienced something very special.


This book provides – as its subject would no doubt put it – only one version of the truth about Robert Altman and his cinema. Just like Cathryn in Images, he sees life as a series of reflecting mirrors, and where we find the real image is for us to decide. Partly for this reason Altman resisted being pinned down to giving a full account of his career until now. My opportunity came when I was able to observe and film Altman at work in England in 2001 on Gosford Park for the long-running (but now defunct) BBC arts series, Omnibus. Rarely have I witnessed a director more at ease on a set, thoroughly enjoying being surrounded by a stellar group of Britain’s finest playing at being 1930s aristocrats and servants. Subsequently, we were reunited for a number of on-stage discussions, after which I casually pitched the idea of Altman on Altman. He agreed without giving it too much thought, and in December 2002 I spent two weeks in New York city, visiting him at his comfortable production office where he was editing The Company. Then, as in past interviews, he talked with great enthusiasm about the film-making process but remained guarded when it came to close analysis of his work. Even – or especially – when it comes to his most puzzling films, such as Images and Quintet, he sees little point in providing elucidation further than revealing his first instincts for creating the piece. Altman has generally declined to name his favourite films, suggesting instead that, like children, one cannot easily be favoured over another, although the tendency is to love the least accepted. And so it is for films like Brewster McCloud, Images and Quintet, which have never been embraced like, say, Nashville and Gosford Park, that he retains considerable affection. Do not look to the creator to damn his past creations.


Visiting the Altman office, the ambience of comfortable interchange and lack of ceremony reflects the attitude of his films. He was not at all precious about showing me, and others who passed through, more than a glimpse of his work in progress, and our excursions to the editing suite were frequent (the editor of eight of his features, Geri Peroni, was equally gracious; tragically, she took her own life in August 2004, a great blow to all at Sandcastle). On my first day there, Altman was in conversation with his musical collaborator Van Dyke Parks and he revealed that he was about to appear on television for the American Heart Association and ‘come out’ about a heart transplant that he received in 1996. When he wasn’t engaged with me or other visitors or conducting telephone conversations, he would sit quietly playing patience with a park of tarot cards. When I was able to make a further brief visit to him in October 2004, he was sitting at his desk, still playing with the same pack. His determination to keep on working not diminished in the slightest by age or the vacillations of financiers, he was excited about his work on the Tanner sequel and looked forward to beginning rehearsals for the opera of A Wedding in Chicago. When I asked if he had enjoyed any recent movies, he insisted that he didn’t have time to see them. He did concede, though, to having liked the Brazilian film City of  God. ‘Don’t know how they could have made it, a magnificent job,’ he told me. ‘Looked at closely, it’s a little ragged and unbalanced, and you had to do the work to follow the story, but that was part of the mandate.’ A fair assessment of an Altman film itself, I would say.
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2 Altman as a young boy, already expressing himself with a pencil











Early Years




Robert Bernard Altman was born on 20 February 1925 in Kansas City, Missouri. His ancestors were German in origin; his great-grandfather Clement, born in Schleswig-Holstein (when the family name was ‘Altmann’), emigrated to North America in the 1840s. Clement’s son Frank Sr worked in the jewellery business and, in 1882, opened up a store in Kansas City. Its success led him to venture into real estate and construction, including ‘The Altman Building’ (demolished in 1978). He married Annetta (Nettie) Bolt, a concert pianist, in 1894, and they had six children, supplying the future Robert with four aunts and one uncle. The youngest son, Bernard – known as B.C. – became a successful life-insurance salesman and married Helen Matthews, from Nebraska, who converted to Catholicism for him. They had one son, Robert, and two daughters, Joan and Barbara.





DAVID THOMPSON: Given your family background, it seems you grew up surrounded by women.


ROBERT ALTMAN: I think that influenced me a lot. I had two sisters, both younger, and a first cousin, Louise, who often lived with us. I was the oldest of my generation, and for about five years until my first sister was born, I was the one baby of the family, so I got all the attention.


Were your family well-known in Kansas City?


Mezzo, mezzo … There was a building called the ‘Altman Building’, and the family was known in the city for a couple of generations – my father was born there and grew up there. His world was all about the country club and playing golf or gin rummy. It was a comfortable middle-class background, nothing out of the ordinary. My world was very small. I didn’t go anywhere outside Kansas City until I went into the air force. That’s when I learned there were places other than my home town.
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3 Altman with his mother Helen and sisters Joan and, on the far right, Barbara








Did culture and the arts play a part in your upbringing?


All of my aunts were artistically inclined in that faux manner: one of them was a painter, one of them played piano, one was a singer – they all toyed in the arts. The men were businessmen and carousers, that kind of thing. That was the culture there at that time.


Nothing really extraordinary has happened in my life, even if I’ve not taken the most conventional or comfortable path. Certainly not a terrible struggle. But I sensed from the very beginning of things that I had to make my own way, that I had to make myself known, that I had to create my own circumstances. And nothing has ever happened to me that I didn’t instigate, but there’s always a surprise here and there …


Were movies a passion for you as a child?


I loved movies, but they were just movies to me. In Kansas City there was a theatre called the Plaza Theatre, and it was there all through my childhood. We had a way in through a manhole in the street, and we could crawl down it and go through the pipes and conduits and come into a door that led right into the men’s room in the theatre. We’d chip in and one of us would buy a ticket and then come in and unlock the door so the rest of us could get in from the street. I remember once I had the mumps or chickenpox and had to stay home, and when my mother went out I climbed out of the window and went eight or ten blocks to the theatre and would sit through the movies all day. I remember I saw King Kong that way, and I saw Viva Villa!1 with Wallace Beery as Pancho Villa, and I’ve never forgotten the scene in which they tied Joseph Schildkraut down and covered him with honey for the ants to eat him! But movies were just entertainment to me. Some were better than others, but I didn’t think of them as I do now. It never occurred to me I would be involved with them, right up through the war.


I believe Brief Encounter was a revelation to you?


That was right after the war. I was in Los Angeles, and for some unknown reason I went into the Fairfax district by myself in the afternoon to see that movie. I thought, ‘Here’s Celia Johnson, an older woman with sensible shoes’ – and she certainly wasn’t a babe. And then suddenly I was in love with her. And when I walked out of that movie, it was a whole new thing in films for me – I’d never had a film affect me in any way, previously I always felt I’d been in my seat with a lot of other people just seeing something. I remember being very emotionally moved by it. It wasn’t all tits and ass! I think that picture, that and The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, really impressed me most of all.


Later, films by Fellini and Bergman affected me very strongly. Bergman gave me the confidence to focus on a person’s face and allow a character to have dignity. Fellini told me that anything’s possible. And I know I’ve taken shots from Kurosawa’s films and used them in mine …
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4 Celia Johnson in ‘sensible shoes’ as Laura Jesson in David Lean’s Brief Encounter (1945)








The openness and variety of your films have often brought a comparison with the cinema of Jean Renoir. Is that something you recognize?


I very much like his work, but I don’t know much about how any directors actually work, because I’ve never worked in any other position. I was never an assistant director, I was never an actor, I was never a prop man. I was never on a set other than as a director. And I’ve never seen another director working. I’ve produced films with quite a few directors, but I was more an enabler; I would never go on the set. Actually, I did spend about ten days on the set of Alan Rudolph’s film Trixie, but that was mainly because I was so fascinated watching Emily Watson work. So I assume we mainly do the same thing, we have the same mandate.


Were you ever drawn to any of the other arts?


I was an artist and did a lot of drawings, and I had a little skill and talent for that.


What about the theatre?


When I was in the fifth or sixth grade I remember I took a book, a biography of Vasco da Gama2 and I thought, ‘This is really good and I’m going to make a play out of it and present it to the school to do it.’ The book was really thick, so what I did was go through it and any time there were quotations, I wrote down the dialogue and who said it. Well, of course it made no sense whatsoever, which confounded me! So I abandoned that until I realized later how things weren’t readily transferable.




Altman first attended St Peter’s Catholic School and then, at the age of thirteen, graduated to Rockhurst High School, run by the Jesuits. In 1941 he went to Wentworth Military Academy in Lexington, Missouri, and followed this training by enlisting in the air force in 1945.





You said the air force was your first real taste of life outside Kansas City.


With the draft, I could have gone into service as an infantry officer, but doing an exam for the air force gave me a day off school in Kansas City. I really had no wish to be a pilot, but I passed and they sent me to St Louis for basic training, then back to Kansas City for about a month, which was great. Then I went to San Antonio in Texas for the flight training. Finally, I ended up in California, in Riverside. That was fine for me, because girls were what interested me at that time – girls, and how to get them. Then I was sent to the South Pacific.




Altman was stationed in Morotai in the Dutch East Indies, flying over forty bombing missions as the co-pilot of a B-24 in the 307th Bomb Group. He survived at least one crash.
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5 A Christmas drawing by Robert Altman, done while stationed in San Antonio and unable to return home in 1943








Wasn’t it while you were stationed overseas that the tedium you encountered led you to begin writing stories?


A second cousin of my father was the secretary to Myron Selznick, the brother of David O. Selznick,3 and Myron was a big agent. I wrote her a letter from overseas. At that time I wouldn’t write to my mother or father or anybody because I didn’t have the patience for that, but I could write to a stranger what I thought was flowery, humorous stuff. I was writing to her because she was exposed to all those movie stars, so I thought she would be a good person to keep in contact with. She wrote me back saying, ‘Oh, your letter is so funny, you should be a writer.’ And from that moment on I was a writer, because she’d said it! I agreed with her, so I started writing. When I got out of the service at nineteen years old, if anyone asked, ‘What are you?’, I’d say I was a writer. And that’s how it all started.
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6 A commendation for Altman’s part in World War II













On his return to the US, Altman received his discharge and resisted going into the reserves. He married LaVonne Elmer, a model, in Kansas City, and the couple moved to Los Angeles in the summer of 1946. In 1947 they had a daughter, Christine. The couple were divorced in 1949.
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7 Altman at a croquet game with his father B. C. and his mother Helen in California, 1947 








How did you intend to break into movies?


My father had moved out to California and had a house in Malibu. The bottom apartment was rented to a guy named George W. George, who was the son of Rube Goldberg, the famous New Yorker cartoonist at the turn of the century who did crazy inventions and drew a famous strip. George had an uncle who was a film director.4 George was going to be a film director too, and I was going to be a writer, so we just started working together. We wrote treatments and sold two of them, one to RKO, Bodyguard, with Lawrence Tierney, and Christmas Eve, with George Brent and Randolph Scott.5 My first screen credit appears on Bodyguard: ‘From an original story by Robert Altman and George W. George.’ I was so keen I said I’d write the screenplay and not charge them for it. Well, that’s the dumbest thing anybody ever said. But they wouldn’t let me even go on the set and watch the film being made.


Didn’t you also manage to appear as an extra in The Secret Life of Walter Mitty?


Yes. My father once had a girlfriend named Bonny, and she had since married Norman McLeod,6 who directed those famous Bob Hope and Danny Kaye pictures. My father was a very gregarious guy, so I met Norman through him. I told him I was interested in writing, and he said, ‘If you’re looking for a job, come on down to the Goldwyn studios and I’ll put you in one of my pictures.’ So I went and became an extra in Walter Mitty for three days, and I was paid something like $160 a day, which was a lot of money. I got in the make-up chair, and the make-up man made a serious pass at me, so I thought I’d really made the big time. But I never really considered becoming an actor. I went out to Fox and I read for The Razor’s Edge, but I had no idea what it was about or what I was doing. So that didn’t last.


Wasn’t it around this time that you took up tattooing dogs as a business?


After the war I went to buy a dog, a bull terrier, and I discovered that there was something called Identi-Code, which meant tattooing dogs with their individual number, as well as the number of the state and the county, records all kept at the sheriff’s office. I thought that was a terrific idea, and before I could get out of the shop, I’d become vice-president of the company, and I was the tattooed We’d take the dog, and inside the groin of the right leg we’d shave the hair off, apply antiseptic oil, and with a tattooing machine, in block letters, I’d write the number. We thought we’d become millionaires, but all I got was just a few bites. We did Harry Truman’s dog, because my dad knew him. I’d played poker with him, and we thought it was a great publicity stunt. I also tattooed a waiter who became curious about what we were doing. We were all a little drunk and I remember I wrote on the bottom of his foot his name – D. W. Stiles – and his army number. Eventually, we sold out to a dog-food company …
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8 Tattooing dogs was one of Altman’s less illustrious early occupations











The Calvin Company


When did your ambitions to be a director begin?


I never thought about being a director until later on. I wrote a play that was a dreadful rip-off of some popular kind of thing at the time, and as I couldn’t get on a set in Hollywood, I decided my future lay on the stage in New York. So I got in an old car, and on the way there I stopped in Kansas City and spent three or four days carousing with old friends and family. I ran into a guy named Bob Woodburn, whose mother had been an art teacher of mine at grade school. He had been in Junior Miss, a Broadway play, and was also a stage manager. I lied quite a bit, telling him I was a writer on my way to New York to do my play. He was a generous guy and told me he was making movies over at the Calvin Company, this industrial film place. He said, ‘Come over tomorrow and see it,’ so I went over and saw the cameras and the sound stage, and I met the guys running the company. I lied quite a bit about my experience, and they hired me as a director of industrial films for $250 a month.


What kind of work did you do there?


We had to write our own scripts, so I wrote this particular script for the International Harvester Tractor Company, and they liked it. What I didn’t know was that the people at the Calvin Company had no idea how to shoot it, so they said I could direct it. All the dialogue was between two men, one old man breaking in a young man. They’d be driving along and talking, and then they’d stop and see something. They couldn’t figure out how to shoot dialogue in a car, as this was before tape was used – the sound went directly on to the film. So I ‘invented’ looping, which of course they had done in Hollywood, but I suspected that and just kind of made it up. The Calvin Company hated the word ‘Hollywood’. They insisted they did business films, and though they had the 16mm equipment to do more stuff, they didn’t use any of it.


I was there all in all for about six years. I learned all my technical craft there, as we had to shoot the film, edit it, score it and then resell it to the people who sponsored it in the first place.
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9 Altman directing an instructional film for the Calvin Company








It appears you made some sixty films at Calvin, with subjects ranging from road safety to basketball techniques. Did working at the Calvin Company give you opportunities for the kind of experimentation that came later?


I think that beginning probably helped me a great deal, because I approached everything from a different standpoint to the people there. As I’d never worked in any other film job, I’d not seen what other directors did, and I’m sure all that separated me in a funny way. It’s like today when I see kids who go to film schools, and writers who say that by page 13 you have to have this happen, and by page 32 you have to have this happen, and by page 106 it has to be over, blah blah blah. Well, we didn’t have all those rules, and it’s not that we even broke them, because they didn’t exist. Now I think these kids are hampered by rules – not that they can’t think beyond them, just that they don’t go beyond them, because they are axiomatic of what you do. I think there have been too many screenwriting schools and too many books, and people think that’s what they must do. They treat it the same way they treat mathematics, and it’s wrong.
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10 Altman climbing a camera crane while filming Better Football (1954)








You were now able to explore working with actors to some degree?


Yes, but I came in from a different place than everyone else. I didn’t come from theatre – I learned theatre after I began working at Calvin. I was using local actors in Kansas City, which meant they were radio announcers, usually. Then I found through these actors that the only theatre in Kansas City was in the Jewish Community Centre, and they had an amateur theatre programme. So I went over there and I volunteered and I did stuff and made friends with many of the actors there, and they loved me because then when I used them in my films they got paid! So I kind of trained myself in the theatrical aspect of working with actors. All these things kept leading to a path … 


I’ve seen a clip from one of the films, The Magic Bond, in which you even had a realistic depiction of war, presumably shot in Kansas City!


I did that for the VFW, the Veterans of Foreign Wars. I just went around Kansas City until I found some buildings they were tearing down, and we took our cameras, put our guys in uniform, got some mud and went in there among the destroyed buildings and just shot a couple of scenes as if they were among war rubble. That was all part of my evolution. I was always trying to take what I had seen in the cinema and use those dramatic ideas to get whatever message it was across.


So you always had making movies – by which I mean Hollywood, I suppose – in your sights?


Always. I left three times to go back there and each time I failed to get work, couldn’t get arrested. I spent a frustrating year there once living on borrowed money, and when I returned to Kansas City they took me back at Calvin but with a salary cut. Then we started pushing these films more into what I would call ‘entertainment’ rather than nuts and bolts. I always carried a torch against this prejudice towards Hollywood. Forest Calvin ran the company, and Frank Barhydt was the main producer there. He was very generous with me, liked me a lot. Then I quit again, but I still couldn’t score in Hollywood.


First Features




While in Kansas City, Altman made his first foray into television drama, producing an anthology series of fifteen-minute films called Pulse of the City in 1954. The same year he married Lotus Carelli, a television newscaster, and they had two sons, Michael and Stephen. They were divorced in 1957. Although he co-scripted a musical film, Corn’s-A-Poppin’, in 1950, his first break as director of a feature came in 1955 with The Delinquents. It was filmed over two weeks in Kansas City, on a budget of around $60,000, employing mainly local talent, Calvin-trained cameraman Charles Paddock, friends and relations. It was eventually distributed by United Artists in 1957.





How did The Delinquents happen?


A guy in Kansas City named Elmer Rhoden Jr came to me and said, ‘I want to make a movie.’ His father owned the Midwest Fox chain of theatres. He said he wanted to make a movie about delinquents. So, with my sister taking dictation from me, I wrote this script in three or four days. 


The Delinquents dealt with teenage gangs, their wild parties and petty crimes. It now looks like a low-budget counterpart to the highly popular teen-gang movies released in 1955, such as Rebel Without a Cause and Blackboard Jungle.


I don’t know if I saw those pictures or not. I’d heard of James Dean, sure.7 This kid Tommy Laughlin, who became Billy Jack‚8 was the star I hired for this picture, and he turned out to be a horror. He thought he was James Dean. I remember we were going to do one shot where he was coming up to this house, and he was supposed to be exhausted. I said, ‘OK, we’ll do this with you running into the house.’ He said, ‘No, I’m going to go three blocks down. Have your cameras ready and send me a signal, because I’m going to run for three blocks before I get there.’ I said, ‘OK.’ But then he was late, or early, or we weren’t ready, and we got into a kind of a fight. And someone told me that he was just doing the James Dean thing – doing what he’d read James Dean did on East of Eden.
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11 The Delinquents (1957) in action in a Kansas City diner








James Dean would haunt you for quite a while …


After The Delinquents was finished and I was editing it out in California, George W. George heard about Dean’s death and said, ‘Why don’t we make a documentary on James Dean?’ And I said, ‘Sure, great, I’ve just had experience with the guy, I hate him!’ So we did The James Dean Story on our own, with George putting up the money. Lou Lombardo was the cameraman, and Stewart Stern, who wrote Rebel Without a Cause, was involved in the narration. I really wanted to deflate Dean, but it didn’t turn out that way. I began to realize how basically he was a good actor and brought a whole new personality that kids responded to at that time. Making the documentary, I found myself more interested in him, and when we reconstructed the traffic accident in which he was killed, I drove one of the cars.




The James Dean Story, a rather solemn telling of Dean’s life and death mainly using location filming, stills, interviews and a portentous narration by Martin Gabel, was released by Warner Brothers in 1957.





Television


How did you break into directing for television?


My agent at this time showed The Delinquents to Alfred Hitchcock. I went and had a meeting with Hitchcock, who had liked the picture. He thought it was different. He hired me to go to New York to produce on Suspicion, a series of hour-long shows. This episode was directed by Robert Stevens.9 They wanted me because of my experience doing location shooting, whereas everything they had done had been in studios. So I said, ‘OK, I’ll do it, though I won’t take any money or credit for it, because I’m a writer and director, not a line producer.’ I asked for two guys – the editor Lou Lombardo and an art director who was also my brother-in-law, Chet Allen – and my expenses. I shot some second-unit stuff, and on the basis of that, they gave me two half hours to direct in the Alfred Hitchcock Presents series.10 I never spoke with Hitchcock during production.
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12 James Dean as seen in The James Dean Story (1957)








Has Hitchcock been any kind of influence on you?


I’ve never been a big Hitchcock fan. His films are really too linear for me. But I think Rear Window is his best film. I like that idea of removing one of the senses, as he can’t hear what’s going on across the courtyard, and confining the James Stewart character to a wheelchair, making him a voyeur.


You made two very interesting episodes of Alfred Hitchcock Presents – ‘The Young One’, with Carol Lynley as a teenage girl who frames a stranger for the murder of her guardian, and ‘Together’, with Joseph Cotten as a murderer locked in an office with the body of his victim after a party. Why didn’t you do more?


After the second film I was offered another, but I read the script, thought it was no good and went into the office of the producer, a woman named Joan Harrison, and said, ‘I think you’re making a big mistake with this. I’m not going to direct this, and I advise you don’t do it.’ Well, that was a script she had personally developed, but I didn’t know it at the time. And that ended my career at Alfred Hitchcock Presents …




Notes


1 Viva Villa! (1934), directed by Jack Conway and scripted by Ben Hecht, was a heavily mythologized version of the life of wild rebel and later president Pancho Villa, who led the struggle for the Mexican republic. Produced by MGM, the parts of the film shot in Mexico were directed, uncredited, by Howard Hawks.


2 Vasco da Gama was the famous Portuguese explorer who made history in 1497 by discovering a sea route to India via the Cape of Good Hope.


3 David O. Selznick (1902–65) was a hugely ambitious independent producer who, after working at MGM (he married Louis B. Mayer’s daughter Irene) and other studios, founded his own company and made the highly successful epic Gone with the Wind (1939). His brother Myron (1898–1944) also began his career in cinema as a producer, but in 1928 abandoned this path to become Hollywood’s leading talent agent and set up the trend of ‘packaging’ movies with his roster of directors, writers and stars.


4 Edwin L. Marin (1899–1951) began directing movies in the 1930s, spending much of his career at MGM and rarely rising above potboilers and second features.


5 Bodyguard (1948) was directed by Richard Fleischer and was a typical low-budget film noir, which RKO Pictures specialized in at the time. Christmas Eve (1947), also known as Sinner’s Holiday, directed by Edwin L. Marin and made independently for producer Benedict Bogeaus, was a mix of comedy and drama with George Raft and Randolph Scott among the cast.


6 Directed by Norman McLeod, The Secret Life of Walter Mitty (1947) starred Danny Kaye as James Thurber’s mild-mannered man who dreams of being brave and successful. Altman appears in a nightclub scene, smiling and smoking a cigarette.


7 Following his mother’s death, James Dean (1931–55) was raised by relatives on an Iowa farm and then began acting in Los Angeles and New York, where he appeared on Broadway and attended classes at the Actors’ Studio. Following bit parts in film and television, his break came with the lead roles in East of Eden (1955), directed by Elia Kazan, and Rebel Without a Cause (1955), directed by Nicholas Ray, in both of which he epitomized the passionate, misunderstood young American of the post-war generation. After filming Giant (1956), directed by George Stevens, he was killed in a car crash on 30 September 1955, giving rise to a huge personality cult and numerous books and films about him.


8 Tom Laughlin (b. 1931), who claims to have been a ‘greaser’ in his school days, followed his lead role in The Delinquents by becoming an independent filmmaker with The Young Sinner (1965), which he wrote, produced, directed, edited and starred in. His third film, Billy Jack (1971), in which he played a half Indian/half white former Green Beret vigilante, cost $800,000 and grossed over $80 million. He revived the character in subsequent films, but in 1992 decided to go into politics, recently running against Arnold Schwarzenegger for Governor of California.


9 Robert Stevens (1921–89) directed forty-two episodes of Alfred Hitchcock Presents from 1955 to 1960, including the celebrated ‘The Magic Shop’, as well as the premier segment of the original Twilight Zone series, ‘Where Is Everybody?’


10 Alfred Hitchcock Presents made its début on American television on 2 October 1955. It was highly unusual at the time for a big name in cinema to work on the small screen, but Lew Wasserman, the head of MCA (which had become the parent company of Universal Pictures), persuaded Hitchcock to undertake a series in which he would personally introduce stories with a twist in their tail. Setting up Shamley Productions for this purpose, he directed only twenty out of over 300 shows himself, delegating most responsibilities to a team led by Joan Harrison, a long-time associate, and actor Norman Lloyd. The shows sold around the world and spawned the equally successful magazine series Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine. 
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More Television – Countdown – That Cold Day in the Park





More Television


DAVID THOMPSON: In spite of your dismissal from Alfred Hitchcock Presents, you went on to work solidly in television for ten years before breaking into feature films.


ROBERT ALTMAN: I decided that television was the world I was shooting for. There were lots of opportunities during that time to do low-budget off-beat films, but they were always bad, and I always said I would keep doing television until I got a film that I really wanted to do. I didn’t want to go out and make a feature just for the sake of it and then find out that was the end of it.


I don’t know what the ratio is, but I bet if you look at film directors who only made one feature film, there’s probably more of them than we think. You either do it through funding or you join the corporation, but there’s always this autonomy thing, which has been referred to in different ways, such as auteurism. But basically the situation is, what is your job? Do you get hired to do what somebody tells you to do, or do you go into it and say, ‘Ah, this is my art …’? You can’t really go into those $100-million pictures and think you have control. If it’s a low-budget film, yes, you do. Or if you have the element of the star, and he or she is ‘yours’ rather than ‘theirs’, that also gives you more power.


In 1958 you began working for Desilu, the television production company owned by Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz, and there you made fourteen episodes of Whirlybirds, described at the time as a ‘western with helicopters’.


It was great. It was a job and allowed me to make my car payments.
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13 Filming Whirlybirds (1958–9). Altman directed eighteen episodes








Did you have any creative freedom on those shows?


I never had anything to with casting anybody. They would give me a sheet, and it had me as the director, the names of the actors who were playing the characters and how much they were being paid. So I knew what the deal was and I could tell how important that actor was by how much he was being paid. I met my wife on Whirlybirds. She was an extra who came out one day with her own white stockings and played a nurse.



In 1960 Altman married Kathryn Reed who was working as a movie and television extra after appearing in Earl Carroll’s revues. She already had a daughter, 

Konni, from a previous marriage, and together she and Altman had one son, Robert Jr, and adopted another, Matthew.





Presumably you had little control over the scripts you were given.


I couldn’t read those scripts, they were so bad. Tommy Thompson, who was my assistant director even back then – one of my closest friends, he died just when were finishing the shoot of Dr T and the Women – would pick me up in his car about five o’clock and we’d drive to these locations, which were usually out in the Valley, where they could fly the helicopters. I’d get in the car, usually with a dreadful hangover, and he’d tell me what was happening in the script. He’d say, ‘This is a murder mystery. The two guys get a call, they’re taking some baby chicks which have to be got to an incubator, and halfway there they see a car stalled on the road and a motorist flags them down. So they land, but the motorist produces a gun and commandeers the helicopter to take him some place, and they take him away. And in the meantime they’re afraid the chicks are going to die …’ And I’d say, ‘OK, I got it.’ We shot those films over five days. Each half-hour was two and a half days, so by lunch on Wednesday you’d finished one picture and you were starting another. Usually we were inside for half a day and outside for two days, so if we started outside on the Monday, on Wednesday we were probably inside, so at noon we were through with that episode. And that was it – if it wasn’t finished, too bad, that’s what they cut together. After lunch you’d start the interiors for half a day of the next show and go outside on Thursday and Friday.


One time we were doing a murder mystery, and on Wednesday Tommy gave me a sheet detailing the actors and how much they’re being paid. I didn’t know any of them, but there was this one guy who was getting, like, $300 for the week, which was a lot of money then. So I looked at this guy and I looked at the first scene, and he was down to be there with a group of people, but he had nothing to say. Then we got to the next scene, and again he had nothing to say. So I thought, ‘Oh, either they’re paying off some friend of the producer or they’re paying him off for some other show’ – because he had nothing to do with our show. The next day we were outside, so I go out to the location, get a sandwich from the catering truck and I look at the sheet – and there was that guy again, with nothing to do. So I had to do some shots of feet going through the forest, and I said to Tommy, ‘Get that guy. I want to use him for that.’ When we came back Friday, he was still there! It just so happened that the last scene of that episode was the last scene we were shooting. I’d been working with the other actors and I’d got pretty friendly with them, so I told one of them, ‘This is the last scene. You’re going to be up on that rock with a rifle, you’ll be looking around, and the helicopter’s going to come from behind that hill and come over. You’re gonna go up to fire at the helicopter, but then you fall back over, off the rock, and you hit the ground.’ He said, ‘No, no.’ I said, ‘Don’t worry. This isn’t going to hurt you. You’re not going to do the fall. The stunt man will do that.’ He still said, ‘No.’ I said, ‘Believe me, it’ll be fine, what is the problem?’ He said, ‘Well, I don’t think that’s supposed to be me.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ And I suddenly realized this actor wasn’t the murderer – it was the guy they were paying the extra money. Now I realized he must have some kind of a reputation. But I’d shot this whole show, which was kind of a murder mystery, and all the time I had the wrong guy down for the murderer!


There was a terrific actor named Cecil Kellaway,1 well known in the 1930s and 1940s, and he showed up on one of the shows. That was big news for me, and I liked him quite a bit. He came up to me at one point during the end of the shoot, when we were out near a Spanish church doing a scene with a priest, and he said, ‘Mr Altman, I’ve been in this business for a long time, and I don’t know what you’re doing making these television shows, but you are a really talented director. I think you can do anything you want.’ I said, ‘Oh, thanks, that’s very nice.’ But he meant what he said, and I believed him. And it’s that syndrome where you can walk down the street and see a kid with a baseball bat or cricket bat, whatever the culture is, and being a stranger you can say, ‘Hey, I just saw the way you swing that bat, you’ve really got a good swing. Man, you could be big time.’ And I think as a stranger you can change that kid’s life, while as a parent you can’t. Because you plant that seed, and it gives confidence. I think that little conversation sent me another way. I think almost anybody can do anything, but they have to have the chutzpah or the confidence to do it. And though I was thrilled to have money, because I was broke most of my life, I never felt so satisfied about the job as I did about having the opportunity to do these things with actors. As I’ve floated down this river, I think that kind of confidence – or maybe it’s just ambition – has made the difference.


Making television films on such tight budgets and schedules must have taught you a great deal about the discipline needed on the job.


You have to make the choice. It’s like cleaning the house – you have two hours to do it, so how thoroughly do you do it, and where do you start, and how do you manage to get it all done? And filming is always over-scheduled; there’s always more work to do than you have time for. I got to the point with the Whirlybird shows where a couple of times we’d finish by three o’clock and go back into the studio by four-thirty, and I was thrilled to be giving the crew a few hours off. But I found out that at this studio, Desilu, when those guys came in they were sent over to another stage to do grunt work. They didn’t get off. So then I’d get to where we’d finish, and I would say, ‘There’s no point going in, because they’ll put you guys to work somewhere else. Let’s do some fun stuff.’ So we’d do some very tricky helicopter shots to use the time up. But with those shows that were impossible to do in two and a half days, I should have done them in two, as far as the studio cared.


We were out on location one day. We had a prop truck, and there was a scene in which the two helicopter guys had been hijacked and they end up walking through the woods to get to civilization. We stopped at the side of the road, and I looked in the back of the prop truck, and there was a telephone booth. So I said, ‘Bring that booth down and put it in the middle of the woods.’ So we had these guys come along to this telephone booth, and I had one say to the other, ‘Have you got a dime?’ And the other would say, ‘No’, and he’d reply, ‘Oh well’, and they’d turn around and walk the other way. I shot that in such a way that you could take it out and the scene would just play with them continuing to walk. I thought it would be a laugh for the editor and the producer. That episode came on, and it was left in the picture. No one questioned it! The editor didn’t read the scripts, and the producer never saw the goddamn things. So that taught me a lesson.


Many of the actors you worked with in television – I’m thinking of people like Keenan Wynn, Peggy Ann Garner, Michael Murphy, Robert Fortier, John Considine – would crop up on the cast lists of your films.


I’ve always been – loyal is not the word – keen to use people I’d used before, who liked me. So you’re not coming in with ten actors on a project and having to worry about them, as they’re all so insecure really – it’s a tough job, it really is. As soon as I read a script, I’ll say, ‘Let’s put so and so in that.’ You get to develop a stock company that way. In television I realized that I couldn’t take an extra and say, ‘Now say this’, because then they’d have to pay him as an actor – it just was not allowed. So by the time I got to do The Troubleshooters, which I produced as well, all those guys who were part of the regular crew of extras were all people whom I’d worked with before, and I moved them up to being actors.


And it was at this time you realized how important actors could be to the process?


I was working on U.S. Marshal, which was really one of the more dreadful series I did. I mean, even the clothes were boring. Barbara Baxley, who was a terrific Broadway actress, was cast in an episode.2 She came on the set, which was a farmhouse, and it took me about a minute and a half to realize, ‘Hey, this girl has got all the credentials, she’s good.’ And we had an actor who was the guest star, and they had a scene together, and afterwards he said to me, ‘We’ve got this great actress Barbara Baxley here. Can’t we do something more with these scenes than making them just two-dimensional cut-outs?’ And I said, ‘Absolutely.’ So I called Barbara, and we started working on the scenes – and the guy could not cut the mustard. It just destroyed him, because she delivered such a strong performance, she was so extraordinary and so powerful. From that point on, I started shooting for those kinds of actors, and the mandate was not just, ‘Oh, this is the part, these are your words, walk over here.’ Now I would say, ‘Let’s get inside of this thing.’ And I think that was a big turning point.


Did you have any opportunities for technical experimentation? Or was it almost all by the book, shooting masters and close-ups?


I did that stuff. On the second Hitchcock show, ‘Together’, Curly Lindon3 was the cameraman. He was a top Universal feature cameraman. This was the very beginning of television, and these guys were all under contract to the studios. They usually did major features, but they started getting assigned to television, and they didn’t like doing that shit, they really didn’t. They all had moustaches and they wore ascots. And Curly was a curmudgeon. So I come in as this novice director. I got along with Joe Cotten because we had mutual friends and he accepted me as a peer. We were in an office set, and I saw a desk and I said, ‘Great, I want a close-up of the telephone and then to see so-and-so at the door as it opens, looking over the telephone.’ And Curly says, ‘Oh yeah? What kind of lens are you using?’ And I was truly embarrassed. I said, ‘We can’t do that?’ And he said, ‘Not with any equipment I know!’ It really scrambled me.


Shortly after that, I thought, ‘I’ve got to learn what this stuff is about.’ I got hold of Johnny Alonzo,4 who was later a director of photography. He was a friend of mine, an actor at the time. He did a lot of stills photography, so I spent several weeks with him, learning how to develop and print, what you could do and what you couldn’t do, because a lens is a lens. So when a guy now said to me, ‘What lens are you using?’ I could say, ‘Well, I’m going to use a 50mm lens with a diopter.’5 I did stills for quite a while and I got very good at it, taking photographs for probably five years. When I had all the equipment I wanted, I just gave it up, as it was very time consuming. But I think I did the right thing.
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Son of B.C. Altman
Receives Air Medal

Following is a letter from George
C. Kenney, commanding general of
the Far East air forces, to Bernard
C. Altman of the Missouri—Kansas
City agency, sent to Mr. Altman
after his son, Flight Officer Robert
B. Altman, was decorated with the
Air Medal:

FLIGHT OFFICER ROBFRT B, ALTMAN

Dear Mr. Altman:

Recently your son, Flight Officer Robert B. Altman, was decorated with
the Air Medal. It was an award made in recognition of courageous service to
his combat organization, his fellow. American airmen, his country, his home
and to you.

He was cited for meritorious achievement while participating in aerial
flights in the Pacific Area from June 1, 1945 to June 26, 1045

Your son took part in sustained operational flight missions Jurmg which
hostile contact was probable and expected, These operations, cansisting of
bombing missions against enemy airdromes and installations as well as artacks
on naval and cargo vessels, aided considerably in the recent successes in this
theatre

Almost every hour of every day your son, and the sons of other American
fathers, are doing just such things as that herc in the Pacific.

Theirs is a very real and very tangible contribution to victory and to peace.

I would like to tell you how genuinely proud I am to have men such as
your son in my command, and how gratified L am to know that young Ameri-

cans with such courage and resourcefulness are fighting our country’s batle
against the Japanese aggressors

You, Mr. Altman, have every reason to share that pride and gratification.

Sincerely,

Kexxey
General, USA,
Commanding.
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Poodle Tattoo is part of a pro-
gram of the National Dog Record Bureau to
mark city, state and personal code numbers
inside right thigh of canines. The system,
similar to one used by the Army K-9 Corps,
will be empleyed as a nation-wide method
of identification. Below, a conventional
tattooing needle is used as “Ginger Snap”
looks on. Inset reveals the way marks show
up on the skin for easy recognition.






