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  8 MILLION WAYS TO DIE (1986)




   




  d. Hal Ashby; pr. Mark Damon, Charles Mulvehill, Stephen J. Roth; scr. Oliver Stone, David Lee Henry, Robert Towne (uncred); nvl. Laurence Block; m. James Newton Howard; ph. Stephen H. Burum; ed. Robert Lawrence, Stuart Pappe; prod d. Michael Haller; cast. Jeff Bridges, Rosanna Arquette, Andy Garcia, Alexandra Paul, Randy Brooks. (115 mins) PSO




   




   




  INTRODUCTION




   




  8 Million Ways to Die was the final film of director Hal Ashby, one of the foremost auteurs of the 1970s, alongside Robert Altman, Michael Ritchie, and Bob Rafelson. He was a filmmaker known for his socially-conscious humanism. Ashby’s career in the 1980s, however, floundered. Like Michael Ritchie, he went to more packaged, formulaic work in keeping with the slick, polished veneer of films in the decade, but unlike Ritchie, failed to make a popular hit. In addition, Ashby long had a reputation as an iconoclast who disliked authority, often refusing to communicate with studio executives. Correspondingly, when Ashby came to direct 8 Million Ways to Die, Hollywood insiders felt it was a last desperate attempt to prove that he could deliver a hit (Aradillas, 2011).




   




  The circumstances surrounding Ashby’s career at the time, however, severely limited his creativity. A workaholic and perfectionist, Ashby had the additional reputation of being a drug user / addict. While pot-smoking etc. were de rigeur during the 1970s, as Hollywood entered the reactionary, conservative Reagan era 1980s, such behaviour was worrisome and suspect to studio executives. Ashby was indeed a daily pot-smoker and sometime cocaine user who had once been arrested, following the completion of the cult classic Harold & Maude, at Toronto International Airport for marijuana possession.




   




   




  A CHANGE OF CAREER FORTUNE




   




  Ashby’s run of critical acclaim during the 1970s was uninterrupted. That would change in 1978 when Ashby signed a three-film deal with Lorimar, then better known for its family-oriented TV productions The Waltons and Eight is Enough. Contrary to Ashby’s working method, Lorimar slowly exerted control measures that ruined his career. Ironically, the problems he experienced at Lorimar led to the reputation around Hollywood that he was “washed up” as a director and could not see a movie to completion. However, it was not incompetence but incompatibility which affected Ashby.
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