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INTRODUCTION TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Sometimes it's good to be naive. Perhaps more than anything our original book, Jack Nicholson: Face to Face, was a result of youthful naïveté, an unfettered notion that a couple of twenty-year-old film students could call Jack Nicholson on the phone and then spend several days talking movies with him in his living room. Our attitude was, “How could he possibly say no?” Our guilelessness was accompanied by a boisterous enthusiasm and passion for the New American Cinema that was coming of age just as we were.

In 1969 there were no multiplex cinemas. Any film of conscience or consequence wanted to open at one of a half dozen movie palaces in Los Angeles: Grauman's Chinese, the Pantages, or the Cinerama Dome in Hollywood, or the National, the Bruin, or the Fox Village in Westwood. A film called Easy Rider premiered in June 1969 at the Village, and the lines for tickets wound around the block. Waiting patiently were students from neighboring UCLA, hippies, yuppies, young, old, bikers, and wannabe bikers. Easy Rider was a phenomenon, not just for its two longhaired, dope-smoking, counterculture antiheroes played by Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper, or because it cost less than $400,000 to make and quickly grossed more than one hundred times that amount. Easy Rider was a must-see principally because of a performance by an actor almost no one had seen before, in spite of the fact that he had appeared in twenty films, written five, and produced three over the previous twelve years.

That actor, of course, was Jack Nicholson, playing the lubricated and loquacious lawyer George Hanson, who finds enlightenment, liberation, and a fatal beating in the company of his new free-wheelin' friends. It was a supernova performance, and it won Jack his first of a now raft-load twelve Academy Award nominations. Easy Rider got Jack off the B train local and onto the high-speed A express. Next stop: Tinseltown.

When the lights came up after the Easy Rider credits one could only pose the question made famous in another 1969 film, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, “Who was that guy?”

It was that question that became the kickstart to what eventually became this book. Our friend the actor Joe Coyle has always encouraged us to tell the story of how this book happened, so in succinct form, here it is.

Jump cut to 1971.

We are taking a film course at the University of Southern California called “Film Heroes of the Thirties and Sixties” being taught by screenwriter Stephen Karpf, who with his wife, Elinor, had penned Adam at 6 A.M., which starred a very young Michael Douglas. Jack Nicholson has by 1971 released Five Easy Pieces, his directorial debut Drive, He Said, and the brilliant yet ever-inflaming Carnal Knowledge, directed by Mike Nichols. Jack was now firmly rooted in the popular culture pantheon.

In the early seventies, a Jack Nicholson performance had fire and a pulse of unpredictability that underscored a deep, laconic, and antiheroic stance unseen since Brando or James Dean. Who doesn't recall, or do a bad impersonation of, Jack's explosive, table-clearing scene in Five Easy Pieces? It was the role that won Jack his first Best Actor nomination. We could digress here into the role's cultural significance, the rejection of authority, the independent spirit of Americans in the face of blinkered bureaucracy, but that's a different book. It was just great acting.

We approached Professor Karpf with the idea of doing our term thesis on the emergence of the antihero in American cinema. As part of that paper we proposed including an interview with the quintessentially antihe- roic Mr. Nicholson, pausing not a whit to reflect that talking to Jack might not be something a couple of guys off the street would be able to pull off. With nary a raised eyebrow Professor Karpf said, “Go for it.”

All we had to do now was call Jack and schedule the interview.

Yeah. Right.

In Hollywood, agents, publicists, and managers exist primarily to make it impossible to communicate directly with “the talent.” They do that to protect their clients, of course, but also to make their own positions indispensible. A sterling exception to that phalanx of head ushers, palace guards, and flying monkeys was the inimitable John Strauss, partner in McFadden, Strauss & Irwin, Public Relations. John was a gentleman of the first order, rich in perspective and humor, and luckily for us, a sister-in- law's father. John's client list included Bob Hope, Jimmy Stewart, and other stars of exponentially brighter magnitude than Jack Nicholson, circa 1971, but somewhere deep in the accordion pleats of an office Rolodex was a long-undialed phone contact. John didn't know if it was Jack's agent or a publicist, or even, in truth, why he had the number at all, but he figured it was a place for us to begin our scavenger hunt.

With just a hint of trepidation about who might pick up the other end of that phone line, but nonetheless girded for the battle, we dialed the number. We were astonished when Jack Nicholson himself answered the phone on the second ring, and later thought how ludicrous it was to ask to speak to Jack Nicholson knowing full well we were already speaking to him. It might have been politeness, shock, or just a stall for time, but after recovering a modicum of composure we made our pitch for an interview, and Jack graciously agreed to sit down with us. Piece o' cake. Sort of.

Jack was preparing to leave for Atlantic City, New Jersey, to shoot The King of Marvin Gardens costarring Ellen Burstyn and his pal Bruce Dern and directed by longtime compadre Bob Rafelson. The interview would have to wait until he returned a couple of months hence, but as the book you're reading attests, the stars eventually aligned. The only proviso that Jack stipulated was that we not publish the interview. Then, as now, Jack does not grant many interviews, and since we had no inclinations in that regard, we readily complied. Score two As in “Film Heroes of the Thirties and Sixties,” though in the post-first-interview elation, a heady mix of euphoria and lead foot, we spun out in our car on Mulholland Drive, pin-wheeling in a cloud of dust across both lanes of the highway and coming to rest between a telephone pole and the cliff's edge. As the whirlwind settled, we laughed like maniacs.

What happened next was one part serendipity and one part brilliance of craft. The King of Marvin Gardens tanked at the box office, though Jack got mostly good reviews. He followed that dour, low-key performance with the sea-change role of Billy “Bad Ass” Buddusky in Hal Ashby's The Last Detail, for which Jack reeled in another Best Actor nomination. That's the brilliant part. The serendipitous part is that we began bumping into Jack around town, a Lakers game, an antiwar rally at UCLA, a Rolling Stones concert, a fundraiser for George McGovern. Because Jack's body of work was fast becoming unequaled, at least in our considered opinions, we casually floated the idea to him of doing a book about his films.

In what Jack would likely now consider a deranged moment of weakness, he agreed. He did say, however, that while he would not throw up any impediments and would give our project his blessing, he was way too busy to actually help us.

“No problem,” we said.

We were off and taping. We first made a list of everyone who had worked with Jack and to whom we were also interested in talking. For the next two years we made phone calls, researched films, made more phone calls, dug through endless movie stills, and made many, many more phone calls in an effort to arrange or cajole an hour or two to talk about Jack with costars, producers, screenwriters, and directors. Some interviews took one call. Others took months, calling, recalling, scheduling, rescheduling, and almost without exception the first question we were asked during our initial contacts was, “Does Jack know about this?”

When we answered in the affirmative, barricades came down, gates swung open, and time was found. We had been given the keys to the kingdom. Bob Rafelson, who absolutely refused an interview, was wildly helpful in every other way, arranging private screenings for us at BBS Productions, loaning us sixteen-millimeter prints of other little-seen Nicholson films like Head, starring the Monkees, which Jack cowrote and coproduced, and providing office space at BBS where we could conduct interviews. We felt privileged beyond imagination for that kind of generosity.

Henry Jaglom, who directed Jack in A Safe Place and was in turn directed by him in Drive, He Said, also went out of his way to show us around the Emerald City. He screened home movies featuring Jack for us at his house and offered unique photos, some of which appear in this book.

We also spent uncountable hours steeping in filmdom at the Academy's Margaret Herrick Library and browsing for stills and illustrations at Larry Edmunds Cinema Bookshop in Hollywood. This was in a time long, long ago, on a planet without Internet.

There is one photo in particular that has a story all its own. It's a still taken on the set of Chinatown showing Bob Evans, Roman Polanski, and a woman identified in the original edition as Faye Dunaway (see the image gallery in this edition).

In the assembly of the manuscript we fought interminably over that one photo, one of us contending it was not Faye Dunaway and the other maintaining it was, adding that if it wasn't, and we couldn't determine who it was, given the woman's striking resemblance to Miss Dunaway, then we couldn't use the photograph at all. It would have been too ludicrous to caption it, “Robert Evans, Roman Polanski, and an unidentified woman who looks uncannily like Faye Dunaway.” And given the shot's composition, it was impossible to cut her out. This was decades before Photoshop. The arguing went on for months, right up to the final delivery of the manuscript. In the end we used it, identified the woman as Faye Dunaway, and thought, “Who's gonna know if it's not Faye Dunaway?”

Four and a half years after that first phone call to Jack our book was due out. By then, May 1975, Jack Nicholson was a huge star. Chinatown had come out. One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest was coming out, and Jack would finally win his first Best Actor Oscar. We called to tell him the book was soon to be on the shelves and asked if we could bring him a copy. After a momentary hesitation, as if trying to place us, he sighed, “Come on up.”

Fewer than a dozen traffic codes were violated on the drive up the canyon to Mulholland Drive, and it says something about the era that the long driveway Jack shared with Marlon Brando, who lived next door, was not gated, guarded, mined, or in any way defended against the Mongol hordes or zealous film students. We presented him the book like a first born, which in a way it was for us. We stood dotingly in his living room as he leafed through our baby with what we can only characterize as a bemused sense of pride laced with surprise. Surprise that these two young guys had actually managed to do what they said they were going to do.

Within thirty seconds of turning pages, however, Jack stopped. He pointed at the open page and drawled in his most Jack Nicholson ofvoices, “That is not Faye Dunaway.”

Funny now, sure.

One other brainpan-rattling event in the writing of this book happened shortly after we sold the manuscript. Having heard of the upcoming publication, a woman in New Jersey sent us a letter. She claimed to be married to Jack Nicholson's biological father. Although the clandestine backstory of Jack's upbringing is common knowledge now, there had been no whiff of it in late 1973. The letter described how Jack's mother was, in fact, the woman Jack thought was his much older sister, June. His “Mom,” Ethel May, was really his grandmother. His other “sister,” Lorraine, was really his aunt. The woman writing the letter said her husband, Jack's biological father, was a wonderful man. The press that even mentioned Jack's father implied that he was a hard-drinking deadbeat who had abandoned his wife and son. The letter implored us not to repeat these false characterizations.

We were totally at sea with this revelation. On the one hand, it would be quite a coup to break that story, but on the other hand, it had nothing to do with our book, which after all, is about film, filmmaking, and one incredible actor's craft. If Jack knew these details, he had never spoken publicly about them, and if he didn't know, we felt it certainly was not our bailiwick to ask about them.

Ultimately, we decided it was too much of an invasion of Jack's privacy after the generosity he'd shown us. The story was broken by Time magazine, and it turned out Jack had not been aware of his true family designations. After the article appeared we sent Jack the letter we'd received to do with as he saw fit.

Yes, we might have scooped Time magazine, but to what end? We started this project because Jack Nicholson always demands your attention, always has a sense of mystery and unpredictable explosiveness. Part of that stems from his reluctance to do interviews. He does no television. You'll never see him on a talk show. He believes that that kind of exposure reduces the chance an audience will believe him on the big screen. In the copy of our book that he inscribed to us, Jack wrote, “Thanks for the effort and for not giving away too much of my ‘face.’”

We feel we made the right decision.





JACK NICHOLSON

FIRST INTERVIEW

The varied and highly successful film career of Jack Nicholson began in 1958 with The Cry Baby Killer. Before that, the native of Neptune, New Jersey, bounced around studios, doing odd jobs and occasional television shows, such as Divorce Court and Matinee Theatre. After doing The Cry Baby Killer, Nicholson was featured in a series of psycho-exploitation films with titles like The Little Shop of Horrors, Too Soon to Love, The Terror, and The Wild Ride. In the latter film, Nicholson first became acquainted with Monte Hellman, who was a significant influence behind Nicholson's venture into film production. Together, in 1964, they did back-to-back films in the Philippines, Back Door to Hell and Flight to Fury, with Nicholson scripting the latter. Then in 1965 they coproduced two low-budget Westerns, The Shooting and another Nicholson screenplay titled Ride in the Whirlwind, both of which Nicholson costarred in. Although these films didn't catapult Nicholson into stardom, they supplied him with a good store of filmmaking knowledge and added a few significant credits.

In 1967 Nicholson teamed up with director Richard Rush and cinematographer Laszlo Kovacs to do a Fanfare Films biker classic, Hells Angels on Wheels, in which Nicholson played a disillusioned gas-station attendant who tries to find nirvana atop a Harley-Davidson 1000. In this film, we get our first look at the Nicholson antiheroic, soul-searching loner in quest of the real America. It is Nicholson's schizophrenic ability to be aloof and concerned at the same time that gives his character an unapproachable level of brilliance. Then, in 1968, Rush and Kovacs again called on Nicholson to star in the Dick Clark production of Psych-Out.

The team that worked so successfully in Easy Rider came together for the first time in The Trip. In this film, scripted by Nicholson and starring Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper, Nicholson's own experiences with LSD are realized in a not-too-successful way on the screen, despite the fact that Peter Fonda called it the most beautiful script he had ever read. Nicholson's writing efforts also took a beating in the ill-fated experimental 1968 production of Head, starring the Monkees rock group, directed by Bob Rafelson, and coproduced by Rafelson and Nicholson.

In the nick of time came the chance to fill in for a fellow actor in another low-budget bike film, called Easy Rider. Needless to say, the film was an astounding success and a revolution in film and netted Nicholson his first Academy Award nomination.

In an attempt to salvage an otherwise ludicrous film, a part for Jack Nicholson was written into On a Clear Day You Can See Forever, in hopes of attracting the youth market. It didn't work, partially because of the writing and partially because of Nicholson's uninspired performance. His powerful personage, his formula of honesty and virtuosity, are out of place in this dreary, commonplace musical.

Adrien Joyce's profound profile of a disenchanted intellectual offered Nicholson one of his best roles to date and captured for him a second Academy Award nomination for his role of Bobby Dupea in Five Easy Pieces.

Nicholson's directorial debut, Drive, He Said, which he coscripted and coproduced, is a film about alienation. It is so complex that after one viewing of the film the audience is alienated from it. This raises an interesting problem. Is the film successful because we, the audience, don't give a damn at the end, or is it a failure because we don't give a damn at the end? Even though the film failed at the box office, Drive, He Said was the best of the campus protest movies.

Following Drive, He Said, Nicholson gave a brilliant performance in Mike Nichols's Carnal Knowledge, in which he played a man in search of the perfect female, oftentimes measured in terms of curves here and inches there. The film deals with frustration and male ideologies, and as a result, Nicholson became a kind of symbol for male chauvinism. Despite the fact that there is little nudity in the film, the subject matter and frank language caused the film to be banned in parts of the country, but eventually even the Georgia Supreme Court ruled the film was not obscene.

Nicholson also did a standout cameo in Henry Jaglom's film A Safe Place. This sometimes uneven film had Nicholson in a role where he seemed most like himself, probably because that is what Jaglom had in mind, and consequently he had no script for Nicholson.

Then, after more than a year's absence from the screen, Jack reappeared in The King of Marvin Gardens, Bob Rafelson's first effort since Five Easy Pieces. This offbeat film brought Jack back to his birth state, but in the strange environment of Atlantic City, New Jersey, during the bleakness of winter. Though the film received mostly favorable reviews, it was very flat at the box office and closed without much of a run. Some critics knocked Nicholson for his subdued portrayal of David Staebler, although the part showed not only his remarkable versatility but a bit of daring as well.

After being off the screen for almost another year, Nicholson emerged as a lifer in the navy in Hal Ashby's The Last Detail. His brawling, cursing, hard-nosed portrayal of Billy “Bad Ass” Buddusky brought him his third Academy Award nomination. Nicholson did receive the Best Actor Award at the 1974 Cannes Film Festival for The Last Detail, although he lost the Oscar to Jack Lemmon for Save the Tiger.

Another facet of Nicholson's talent was unveiled in Roman Polanski's Chinatown, in which he played a Bogartesque private eye opposite Faye Dunaway. This high-tension murder mystery was hailed by many critics as the best American film of1974. Along with Last Detail, Chinatown firmly reestablished Nicholson as a major box-office attraction as well as bringing rave reviews from most major critics for his performance as J. J. Gittes.

Nicholson went on to star with Last Tango in Paris's Maria Schneider in Michelangelo Antonioni's The Passenger, the director's first American film since Zabriskie Point. The story centers on a reporter who assumes somebody else's identity but is really struggling with his own.

Though he had only a cameo role, Nicholson made his onscreen singing debut in Ken Russell's Tommy, the film version of the Who's rock opera. He did sing a song in On a Clear Day, but it was cut from the finished film. Rounding out his 1974 schedule were appearances opposite Warren Beatty in the Mike Nichols comedy The Fortune, and in Milos Forman's version of Ken Kesey's novel One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest.

Our first interview with Jack Nicholson took place at Nicholson's hilltop house off Mulholland Drive. We were cordially greeted by Nicholson, who was wearing a blue bathrobe with a bat pin on the lapel. Our conversation was held informally in his living room, which overlooked a redwood- decked pool and Coldwater Canyon below. The walls of the living room were adorned with memorabilia from his movies, a poster in Japanese advertising The Terror, and a large photograph of an oil field reminiscent of the locale of Five Easy Pieces. His large bookshelf was representative of his neo-intellectualism and research for movie roles, bearing such titles as The Psychedelic Experience and Napoleon.

After he had cleared the room of the friends and people who were constantly dropping in, we settled into his brown suede sofa for our two-hour talk.

In doing research on Jack Nicholson and his films, one issue that we found which seemed to be clouded over was the editing of Easy Rider. As it played an important part in the success of the film, we decided to clear up this issue immediately.

Question: Who edited Easy Rider?

Jack Nicholson: The editing was all supervised by a combination of Dennis Hopper and his financial people, Bert Schneider and Bob Rafelson. I worked on some of it, but it was all under their supervision. What I did was more like literary editing. In other words, I didn't go back into the film or anything like that. They offered me an opportunity to edit the section of the film that I was in—again, all was subject to Dennis's feelings. Also, from the time I came in through to the end, I had an editorial position about it. I put the “trip” sequence in, which everyone hates so much. I put it together out of the film they had. Within my editing, of course, were things that other people had solved already. You know, mine was just a repositioning and refining; more of a polish job than an editing job.

Question: Having been connected with films from all angles, which aspect of filmmaking do you like best?

Nicholson: Well, because I've done all these things I can't come to any real conclusions about that. I first produced about six or seven years ago, so I was twenty-seven, and the problems for a twenty-seven-year-old producer in Hollywood are enormous. I mean a producer in Hollywood doesn't go out and rent trucks at U-Haul, and go down and pick the wardrobe at Western Costume. I was originally drawn to films by a creative drive, so I really did almost any film. I'm not much involved in what the credits are. When I'm involved in a film I'll do whatever they want me to, and if I'm producing I'll do whatever I can. I mean, acting is where I started so I feel most comfortable in that role. I've only been a failure as a director, so I'd like to get back into that and make use of the experience that I've had. It's also the most expressive part of filmmaking. I don't like the fact that if you're going to author, write, and oversee a film, it takes a minimum of a year. That's a lot to give to a film. I mean, it was a lot for me to give to Drive, He Said, particularly since not a lot of people went to see it.

Question: Why do you think Drive, He Said failed at the box office?

Nicholson: Everyone analyzes these things. I don't know. What I do, just to keep myself creatively sharp, is to say, “Well, it was a perfectly satisfactory film to me.” I mean, I honestly feel, based on the way I do things, that I did the best that I could do with it, which is all you can ask of yourself. That that apparently wasn't good enough is the way people get bogged down in rationalizations. Most people say, “Well, it's simply ahead of its time,” or “the subject matter was already dead.” [Although it was reviewed as the only film on its subject that was fairly honest, that didn't help it.] People say, “So what? Who gives a shit about what the college kids are doing?” Even the college kids, they were interested in Dick Powell and Ruby Keeler and so on by that time.

Question: Back at the time of your Westerns, Ride in the Whirlwind and The Shooting, Roger Corman turned down a project of yours. What was that project?

Nicholson: It was a very down, dry, Antonioni, British naturalist-influenced look at the malaise of Hollywood. Something that Roger wouldn't really be interested in producing, but he did recognize that it was pretty good writing; it was at that time. All I knew about writing was how to write scenes that you would act well. It read well.

Question: But it took more than two days to shoot.

Nicholson: Right.

Question: Do you have plans to do that project you showed to Corman?

Nicholson: No. God, I wrote that—it must be getting close to ten years old now.

Question: How did you shoot Little Shop of Horrors in two days?

Nicholson: The interiors only. In other words, there are a lot of exteriors in the film involving one character, and all of that was done in postproduction. The two days' shooting was all rehearsed and the sets were pre-lit; they were all on one sound stage. There were about six sets. All we had to do was go over and plug it in, set up the camera, and shoot it.

Question: Did working with Mike Nichols on Carnal Knowledge give you any insights into your own work as a director?

Nicholson: Yes. He's a very precise director. The environment he creates on the set, the pace he shoots at, where he places his concerns, his own temperament related to the moment-to-moment experience of directing, the kind of dialogue he gives to his characters—all of those things.He's very specific about it. There are a lot of things that he does that are worthwhile for anyone to adapt. It won't ultimately affect the contour of your product, but it'll affect the efficiency you get it together with.

Question: Do you have a favorite film of yours, so far?

Nicholson: No. I'll tell you: early on when I first got started in movies, I think because you haven't made many, most of your thinking about it is very theoretical. That was because of where I was functioning, in low-budget films and horror movies that everyone else hated, including my best friends. I had a conversation with a guy I lived with for a while, another actor, and he frankly admitted, even though he was in classes with me, that he never thought I'd be a good actor because of all these horror pictures. Because of that, sort of protectively, I started thinking of my own work as a body of work, and then because I had the idea, I noticed that a lot of other people did, too. That sort of reinforced it, and that's the way I feel about it.

There are a lot of projects where I think I might just pluck characters out of the situations that I left them in in several movies and as a writing exercise take them and let them see how they feel about one another. For instance, the way it comes out is all for your own creative seeds. The way I relate to inside things is, I don't relate them to the audience. It's an inwardly energizing thing for me that gets my particular insight and feelings about a character going.

I used an actor in Drive, He Said who is really a director, who has done two movies, one of them the Western and the other one Drive, He Said. At the last minute I changed the name of his character to the name of the character he had played in the other movie. Because he was a one-scene character, for my own point of view, I just assumed this was the man's grandson. Because he was the only survivor of the Western, the film I wrote. All of the characters are killed during the course of the film. All of the outlaws are hung; the two guys who are in the Les Misérables situation are killed, one immediately and the other during the chase. The leading character does get away. The outlaw, the part this guy played, is the lookout man who falls asleep, and the posse just rides off, and that's the last you see of him in the film. That's the kind of way I relate to film as a body of work.

Question: Can you explain the ending of The Shooting?

Nicholson: People, especially early in their careers, before they get into a very practical thing about their work, where they become purely film people and less literate as they go along, hope that their films become more literate. For instance, Dennis Hopper borrows from his understanding of art history in his movie forms. I mean all of the anti-art of the Dada painting period is what he's into. I mean there's nothing unique about it except in films it's unique, but it's all borrowed from this other medium. The philosophy of exposing your own work, or saying that it's shit or whatever.

In this case, Carole Eastman [Adrien Joyce]* was using a more poetic technique where you were using one image, the falling effect at the end was really an attempt to, like a tuning fork, reattune those impulses that you got from watching the Jack Ruby piece of footage, which at the time this was written was a very strong piece of footage. The whole thing was a brother chasing a brother. Carole was trying to translate the experience of writing poetry, where you write well to the side of an issue, and hope that the film touched the corresponding realities; but it's very high-blown, you can never talk to a major studio about it. But in terms of where we were at at the time it was very logical. I mean everyone understood what impressionistic poetry was, and parallel writings and all of these things that are really literature and that you don't get to bring up in film discussions.

In this case, it was the brother catching the brother, and it was a sort of a revealing of the existentialist character of the hunter. I always seem to put in a couple of lines in everything Carole does. She hates to write thematically summating scenes. The character Warren [Oates] plays is accused by the girl in the film. She says, “What's all this shit? What are you giving me all this moralistic stuff for? You're out here. You're helping me track. What's all that?” And he tries to take the rationale of the hunter, and her point of view is: “But every hunter knows that the reason for a hunt is the kill. So whatever you think you're doing here, by tracking your own brother—that's your function. You're leading someone to a kill; there's no cop out to it.” That was sort of the thematic center of the movie.

Question: How close to you are the characters that you portray? Are they an extension of yourself?

Nicholson: Well, I work very personally. Their life and their behavior are extensions of my behavior. There are always differences between the characters and myself. I always try to translate them into what I consider to be a positive philosophy for that character. In other words, I try to feel what they're doing is what they think is the right thing, and is what is motivating their life force, and so on. In that way, it's an extension of my thinking, but it's separate. You know, I feel it's their thinking, and so in that way I'm separate.

An interesting phenomenon is that sometimes, because—this has only happened in the last three films, and never in any of my other work—you play a character that creates such a large impression abroad that you're suddenly dealing with the feedback from the character you played and it will change your life after it's done. You see what I mean? I suppose I'm a symbol for male chauvinism at this time because of Carnal Knowledge. That's not an area that I've ever been particularly into. I've always had very good relationships with women, but because the new women I meet have this super image of me, I'm in the dialogue whether I want to be or not. In that way, they move closer to you after you're done with them.

Question: So in that respect, has being a movie star affected your relationships with people you're close to?

Nicholson: Absolutely. It's impossible to be a movie star and not have all of your relationships affected. All of them.

Question: Do you think it has affected your acting?

Nicholson: It has affected the rhythm in my acting. I don't do as much as I used to.

Question: How careful were you in choosing scripts after Easy Rider?

Nicholson: I've only accepted one job since Easy Rider that I wasn't already committed to do, so for all the offers that you get after becoming a known actor, that's pretty selective. It's based on the fact that you can only do so much work, and I've really done as much or more work than anybody around. I've never been able to afford to be selective before this, so now I am, and I'm affected by it.

Question: We understand that Stanley Kubrick approached you about doing Napoleon.

Nicholson: We had some talks about it. I was very excited about it, and still would be, but at this point I've been involved with him and it for so long that it's moved into the realm of semi-daydream. I don't think it's ever going to come together, knowing how directors are, whims and fancies and all. It would be good. I have a counterplan if he doesn't use me. I'll just make a better movie.

Question: Would you like to work with him?

Nicholson: Oh, yes. I said that kiddingly, of course. He's gotten me interested in the character. I've done research on it, and all that kind of stuff, and I'd like to use that material sometime.

Question: Is the character you play in The King of Marvin Gardens the antithesis of your previous roles?

Nicholson: This character is sort of what I call a one-roomer. He's Kafkaesque. He lives alone. He's a radio monologist. He's an intellectual, and he's been institutionalized. He has a brother who's very colorful; he is not. He's involved strongly in the absurdities of life. He's not really in with society, he's like a bystander. He's very laid back. Most of his thinking and verbosity relate to his work and not to his life. He's a watching character in life.

Question: Was your script for The Trip based mostly on your own experiences with LSD?

Nicholson: Mostly. And what was going on in my life at the time. I felt that it would be good, I always shoot for well-rounded, unbiased views of a subject. That a film doesn't have a “one thing” that you can say about it makes it hard to sell. That's the reason why I don't like to work with producers that say, “Wow, here's the film that…” Although I never felt that the film was going to be one hundred percent brilliant, or really cover it or anything like that, I felt that my being in it with Roger [Corman], between the two of us would make it a more well-rounded film than if he had made it alone or with someone who didn't have as much experience with the drug as I did.

Question: Have you acted while under the influence of drugs?

Nicholson: Yeah, I've acted stoned.

Question: Does it help or hinder your performance?

Nicholson: For the most part it's not a help. For one thing, being stoned takes a lot of your energy away, and that's difficult. The only thing I can really say being stoned has helped me with creatively is writing. It relaxes you, and makes you a little more content to be in a room all by yourself. It's easier to entertain yourself mentally. It produces a lot of shit, too. Most writers have more trouble writing than coming up with quality stuff.

Question: How much of a script ever makes it to the screen?

Nicholson: Well, with The Trip it was a particularly small amount that made it. I knew that what they wanted to do was to show the interior mind of fantasy, which is wrong for the movies. It's like the exact thing you don't want to do when you put a novel on the screen, unless the fantasy has a scenario of its own. The images are much too specific to go as fantasy images, so I did that part of it with subliminal cuts, or very fast cuts, and not a lot of them at once, so that you almost couldn't see them. That was the technique that I thought would be wise to use. Even though I went to the trouble of specifying the content of each image.

The idea of the whole script was seeing the objective camera-eye experience of the guy actually on the trip when he's got the orange. He can't believe it. Or seeing an actor when he's regressed to where he's three years old, and talking that way or not, but seeing the objective experiences by juxtaposing the little flashes as a key to what might be going on. That was really the balance of my script. They blew up all of the fantasy images and minimized the juxtapositions greatly by doing so. So in that case, while all the words are said, but maybe sixty percent of the images make it to the screen, I feel the big idea of the script is completely left out.

Question: Why did you do On a Clear Day You Can See Forever?

Nicholson: Primarily for the bread. At that time I needed it, and I used it for what I needed it for. I'm glad I did it. It didn't hurt me much. It was a good experience. I would never do anything totally for the bread. My character in that film could have been good. The subject of that film could have been ESP. My character had a very good philosophy. He was the girl's former stepbrother who sort of loved her from that relationship and hears that she's going to get married, and comes to wish her well. And at the same time, to see what the real situation is, and should that relationship not be what it appears to be, he would offer himself as an alternative. It's not an uninteresting character; it's just sort of aside from the film. The part was added; it wasn't in the original script. They added it, I should have known, to try and get a young audience and blah, blah, blah. It wasn't well understood by the people who wrote it. I couldn't even be as helpful as I can be sometimes. My suggestions were almost incomprehensible. I was supposedly playing a rich hippie. They asked me to cut my hair for the part. Ways of dressing, and stuff like that, they didn't really understand. I don't mind failing at jobs; it takes some of the pressure off.

Question: Do you feel you've reached a plateau?

Nicholson: I've reached a plateau, but I've never been that much in love with my own work. I still even have a certain desperation of wanting to get beyond it, and into where I'm doing it the way I think I can. I don't have very strong limitations because of the kind of worker that I am.

Question: But you sound as though you want the “bubble” to burst. Do you want to get back to the basics?

Nicholson: No. Hmmm, the basics. I don't want to get back to anything. I want to go on. I want to open it up.

Question: Do you feel you've reached a plateau with the “Jack Nicholson antihero” role?

Nicholson: I think it's easy to group things as antiheroic. But you could put all American films under that. I think the films that I've done show a lot of diversity, and more than most actors ever get to show. Most of the characters are very, very different. When you really look at it, they're tremendously different. The overall themes of the pictures you can group as antiheroism, but you can say that about every other picture made in those years, or in the last ten years since Angry Young Men. I don't vibrate too strongly to that kind of character.

I think the most impressive thing about me, unbeknownst to most people, is that I've done twenty to twenty-five films, and none of the characters are alike. That's a lot of characters to have played already. Even the two Westerns I did, which were filmed back to back, had characters that were totally different. You could easily categorize them if you wanted, but in reality they're totally different. I feel I function well and properly in that area. That's not an area I'm concerned about. It's other things, you know, like styles rather than the thematic content of the characters, that I'd like to open up.

Question: Do you think that your characters in Carnal Knowledge, Five Easy Pieces, and Easy Rider represent the hero of the seventies?

Nicholson: Well, I think that's where it has been. None of these characters covers a lot of people. I mean they do cover a lot of people, but they don't cover everyone. They're specific characters, but many people identify with them totally. Some would only identify with one out of the three, and others all three. I think heroes are bailing out the boat today, trying to get it so that it'll go. I think it's a very difficult transitional period. I think that people are overloaded now, not only with information, but with philosophical interpretations of that information. Coupled with that is the fact that most human beings are in a striving situation where their mind is not really quiet. They have some reason, if it's only a girl, a job, a car, or a trip, a piece of merchandise, a piece of work, or something, that is futurized. Coupled with that is the fact that most people that I talk to, you can find a counterargument to what they believe most deeply in their souls that's as effective as what they have, and give them sources for it that are readily available to them. So I think that people are suspended. They don't really know, nor, maybe, should they know. I think the person that could be considered heroic is someone who's trying to keep his own humanity vital, and trying, as I say, to bail out the boat and keep the thing ready to go if it's called upon. I don't know of anybody who's strongly in action at this moment, who I would consider to be a true heroic figure.

Question: Who were your heroes?

Nicholson: Early on, I would say Brando was a big hero of mine as a worker, something he's never let me down in, I might add. Whatever it is that makes him continue to grow. Castro was a hero of mine. I like Galbraith, Dylan. I haven't had lots of heroes. Joe DiMaggio, when I was a kid. Some friends of mine have always seemed heroic to me. Women that I've lived with have given me a lot in that area; things they go through.

Question: Do you or have you ever believed in the Method style of acting?

Nicholson: Yeah, I went to the Studio.

Question: Do you find that that helped you at all?

Nicholson: I agree with Strasberg's definition: anything that works, that's the Method. That's what he says, that's what he's always said. Everything else you've read has been a misunderstanding by whoever happened to be writing a bad interview on it. He has certain techniques related to certain problems for people who are trying to expand their thinking into a larger communications area. They should be trying to find out what's specific about them. That's the central idea. If it works, that's the Method.

Question: Do you place any value on the Oscar at all?

Nicholson: Personally, I feel that the fact that I didn't get nominated [for Carnal Knowledge] probably cost me a couple of hundred thousand dollars. If that's value, yes.

Question: Why do you think Carnal Knowledge was overlooked in the Oscar race, except for Ann-Margret?

Nicholson: A combination of things. I think a lot ofpeople hated the movie, and when people hear that they think it's because it's a bad movie.And in the conglomeration that goes on during any kind of an election, it's mainly what you hear and not what you think. Many of the people don't even see all the movies. A lot of people are voting for friends; a lot of people are doing a lot of things. But the movie's a negative comment, and a fairly good one. Certainly honest, related to the artists, Mike Nichols and Jules Feiffer, who put together the concepts. Pretty well executed, I think. People resent Mike's success very strongly. Some people do. That hurts the movies. People will get tired of seeing you get nominated. No one is particularly upset that I didn't get nominated for an Oscar, even people that think that I should have been. They don't go, “Ah, what a disaster this is.” A certain part of them says, “That's good, he's been getting too much attention, anyway.”

Question: Would you like to win one?

Nicholson: I wish I had already won one. The only thing that's tough about it is going up to accept it. In other words, everything else is just like a real nice party. It's nice if your peer group singles you out.

Question: Do you think that being outspoken, like Peter or Jane Fonda for instance, hinders your career in the film industry?

Nicholson: Well, you can't do a hundred jobs a year, so you may alienate fifty people, but there might be eight or nine people who might give you jobs because you're outspoken. I don't think it helps or hinders you in that way. I think as an artist your public statements are best made in the work. That's my own feeling, but that's because I care a lot about the work. I'm not a public figure as such.

Question: Do you feel that Peter Fonda has grown into a puppet figure for the youth culture?

Nicholson: My feeling about Peter is that he doesn't have that much weight to where he's sweeping people's minds. When he touches upon something they agree with, obviously they say, “I agree with Peter Fonda about that,” but I don't know if Peter has the kind of strong rhetoric that really changes someone's mind, or way of thinking.

Question: There's been a lot of conjecture about the similarities between Five Easy Pieces and Some Came Running. Do you know if Carole Eastman was influenced at all by Some Came Running?

Nicholson: Yes. I know she was not. Well, then, can it also be derivative of Sweet Bird of Youth or You Can't Go Home Again? You can go on forever.

Question: Do you see a lot of films?

Nicholson: Yes. I see as many as I can. It's my entire social life, almost. I like to do other stuff. This year I've been skiing in Switzerland, visiting friends in the Bahamas in the sun. All of these things I enjoy doing. During none of these do I see movies. But when I'm in L.A.—in New York I don't see movies; in New York I see movies there that you never see here. They're the movies that get to the Los Feliz theater five years later, that you can see first-run in New York. The noncommercial, more serious, European films by nonstar directors. That's what I see when I go to New York. But in L.A. that's about all the social movement there is, unless you guys can tell me if there's something else happening.

Question: How much has the L.A. culture affected your life?

Nicholson: I've been living here over half my life, and I'm very into it. I like it here. I see L.A. win people over who totally hate it when they first come here. There's no other city that you can compare it to. That's one of the charming things about it.

Question: If you were not associated with filmmaking, what would you like to be doing?

Nicholson: Well, I don't know a lot about other jobs. If I were not working at what I would like to be working at, I suppose I'd rather not be working at all. I guess the situation would create its own action. I think in terms of writing, or something like that. Being a lawyer might be interesting, but only at a serious level. I think that I have enough grace of person that if I were forced to be the complete public servant, cleaning the toilets, it wouldn't destroy my life, or my ego, or any of that. But it's not something that I would choose to do.

Question: Do you think you could survive if you were to lose your house, or your car, et cetera?

Nicholson: Yeah, I think I'm very well set up in that way. You say, lose the house. I bought this house before I had much bread, knowing that if I lost it totally overnight, that it was the action of doing it where the positive thing was, not the ownership of it. In other words, once you buy a house you're no longer in that problem, “Shall I rent it, shall I buy it? Is it grim to own a house? Am I a political reactionary?” You're out of it, because the act is over. You sit there and enjoy your house, or you don't. That's the positive part of that action. As you see, a lot of people here are enjoying the house.

I like sleeping on the floor. It wouldn't bother me at all. I could even deal with public disgrace or vilification. None of that would bother me, because I've done it all already.

QQuestion: Do you ever find yourself mentally and emotionally through with a part before you ever start shooting?

Nicholson: No, I almost always grow with it during the filming. One of the things that was wrong with my work in low-budget filmmaking was that you always shot them in two weeks. I've noticed that my own rhythm in a movie that's shooting eight to twelve weeks, which is average, I'm really not to the character for the first week and a half. I've got it, and I know where I want it to go in my mind, and so on. I don't have this diamond-hard gem carved out, but I've got all the impulses. You tend to overcharacterize when you first step into a part. You tend to show it. You know, this guy's got a limp or he doesn't like dogs. Where once you've done it for a while, you know the actor's thinking about it all day long, you get with it much more. In a two-week picture all you've done is that early stage of overshowing a character.

Question: What did you think of A Safe Place?

Nicholson: I think it's a good movie in a lot of ways, and not a good movie in a lot of other ways. Something that I'm in is hard for me to have a qualitative judgment about. The movie has been cut down. A large portion of the audience finds the movie tedious and pretentious, so the impulse is always to make something like that shorter. I liked the movie when it was longer. Did you ever see any of the early Warhol pictures, like Sleep? This is just a social phenomenon, seeing a movie. There comes a moment when you get beyond that a little bit. I think this movie's rhythm got beyond that. I don't think the movie was improved in editing. The first time I saw the movie I liked it best.

I really resent critics—because all the critics that have rapped Dennis Hopper's movie, Henry Jaglom's movie, my movie, and a few others, while extolling all these others and making them into blockbusters, are now, six months later, saying, after they have created the commercial groove, “This tendency to imitate all movies, where are the new movies coming from, blah, blah, blah?” Well, they're destroying them. Obviously anybody, just by coincidence who's a new filmmaker at this age, my age, Henry's age, Dennis's age, even if he's never read him, is being influenced by McLuhan. You only get one major communications figure every decade, and McLuhan is it. What does he say? Nonlinear configuration, fragmentary blah, blah, blah. Well, they're pissed off because they're from the linear tradition, and they want their critical bias to be universal. No critical bias is ever universal, and now they're complaining, but they're offering no encouragement.

My film, Drive, He Said, has been censored a lot, for frontal nudity and simple language, so I've had a lot of talks with censors. My point ultimately gets to be, “Yes, yes, I understand that you're trying to protect the unsuspecting public from rampant immorality, but where is your positive responsibility to an artist?” I have affidavits from Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and an entire psychiatric conference. When we got the rating change from an X to an R, everyone agrees that the movie is not immoral, and the movie should be seen by young people, blah, blah, blah. But, “Hey, it's too tough, and other films will creep in under, you know what I mean.” But my point is, where is your responsibility to the creative artist who's honestly trying to deal with the problems that are causing the difficulties? I'm not trying to exploit them. There's not one ounce of pandering in that movie. I don't try to make myself attractive to young people. It's a movie that's actually critical of young people, while accepting their momentary values.

Well, you asked me about Henry's movie. I could destroy the movie; I could tell you everything about it that doesn't work. I could tell you why it doesn't work, because I know him so well. He's an old friend of mine, who almost everyone else I know has trouble with. He's a provocateur; he loves it that they hate his movie. But he's still back there, he's still in postnatal tristesse. He can't get out of New York. He's still trying to pump the movie over. I mean, that happens to you. I felt it. I haven't been able to get anything off. I can't write. I'm fucking confused. I've never wanted to be an incredibly popular artist, in that way, but my feeling always was that if you did a piece of quality it would have some kind of quality response. In fact, I suppose I've gotten my just desserts in that area. The movie Drive, He Said was talked about more than the average complete failure.

I'm not a huckster. I don't go into a financier and say, “Hey, I'm gonna give you this and…so give me the million,” and then I go fuck him over in the street. If I'm going to make a movie with somebody's money, I'm going to include their point of view, and try to get their money back, anyhow. Or if I don't present that, I'm going to say, “Look, you'll lose some money, are you interested in making a statement,” and they'll say, “No,” and I'll go someplace else. I'm confused in that area. I honestly don't know what the movie said to people. The movie is, in its own way, a very avant-garde movie. It's very fragmentary; it's got a tough point of view. If it were any other subject, that's what they would say about Drive, He Said. That's what they say about Henry's movie. That's what they say about Dennis's movie The Last Movie, but they resent all these movies on those grounds. That's fair, we all have other weaknesses in our work. I'm very oblique, oblique as an actor. I go the hard way every time. I don't say this is a good thing. It's a disguise in its own way. It's like a guy who knows that he's good-looking, and is constantly making himself not good-looking by dressing weird, and being grimmed out all the time.

I originally think of these things as, “Who gives a shit what they say in the papers?” After you've read two hundred reviews—I've got one critic that I pay attention to, and he happens to not know too much about acting. He does like me a lot.

Question: Who is that?

Nicholson: Stanley Kauffmann. I mean, he does know a lot about actors, but he has this certain thing—for instance, he didn't like Marlon in The Godfather. He gives great reasons, all of which, to me, are things that I think are good about actors. But as far as his context, and what he says about the film, I read him and I pay attention to him.

So, my first reaction of these guys is, “Who cares?” They'll write this, they'll write that, and so on. But in reality it affects these people; I know how it affects me. But that's not what criticism is intended to be. I think a certain portion of criticism should be for educating the audience to the product. In other words, if they just have a little idea about what they're supposed to be looking for, they'll enjoy it more.

Question: Are there any current social problems that you would change if you could?

Nicholson: I don't know what I'd do about it, or how to change it—but the concept of public honesty. I'm just curious about what the race would be like if our deceptions were less easy to pull off. Just from working in the movies and seeing the guys out in the streets saying, “Ah, that guy's a bum. He's a son of a bitch.” And here's a guy that's doing his job, he's a little lame, but he's better than the guy calling him a bum.

We've built up an incredible matrix of communications capacity, but we keep communicating the same things over and over again. I always wonder what would happen with a really well-informed public. I mean, here's the reasons, here's the philosophy, here's the moves.

Question: You said in an article that you have to attack the audience and their values. Why?

Nicholson: Because it's good for them, I think. I don't think you should attack the good things and say, “Eat your children,” or anything like that, although very valid artists have said that. It's part of the overall energy of the piece that you provoke, that you restir the values, so that it doesn't become something that's in the mental world. It should be more fluid and not so concrete. It's hard to keep up with the changing realities of the day. There are certain endless values that we don't really have, but have always existed.

Also, I think it's good for the person making something to have this point of view, because if you don't feel that way you wind up pandering to the audience. I find that the worst that can be done. There are subtle ones, though. Say, The Godfather, for instance, for in a time of chaos and a time where there are ninety presidential candidates, and no centralization, what do people want, but a nice little God figure, a father figure, to take care of them? I know that everyone in the world thinks that somewhere there are twelve gray-haired men in an oak-paneled room who sit down and decide the affairs of humanity. It doesn't exist. It's about as nonexistent as a gray-haired God sitting on an alabaster throne. But I think that everyone believes that “they” are getting together this week. In that way I think that The Godfather tends to pander to that aspect.

Question: Do you consider the audience when you write or act in a film?

Nicholson: Yes. I take a relatively classical position, in other words, the fact that Drive, He Said in ten years will be shown around, and people will say, “Hey, why didn't I see that before?” doesn't mean a lot to me. Because I classically do work for the moment. It's not fair to make a movie for ten years from now.

I'm very eclectic in style. I'm not one who says, “You must shoot at eye level, no dollies, you must always move when you're moving.” So when I think about a movie I think about styles, which ones to use or not to use, new ones, or where to try and force it open. I never, as an actor, consider the audience.

Question: Do you get embarrassed when you look at your previous work?

Nicholson: Sure. I haven't done anything that I thought was perfect. Or even close to it. You see stuff, and you're just doing bad stuff. It's embarrassing because you couldn't do much better, because you didn't want to. Whenever that moment came, it was “action, go,” and you just weren't up to it.

Question: Do you have a favorite film of yours?

Nicholson: I don't have a big favorite. I like them all. I like them according to what they've done for me. I feel I've been very consistent. I've always been trying to function to the best of my abilities according to the development of my abilities at that time, and so in that way I don't have a favorite film. I like the Westerns a lot, because of what they meant to me, starring, producing, the kind of honesty they had. I liked the last three films that we talked about [Easy Rider, Five Easy Pieces, Carnal Knowledge]. A better standard applied to them, more time taken, less obstacles to overcome in the work. All three of those films are all good. Out of them all, I would say that philosophically I'm most attuned to the character in Five Easy Pieces. I have a little bit different feeling about things that Carnal Knowledge puts forward. I see it differently. In other words, there is a third male character that's not represented in that movie, if you're just trying to peel archetypes down. It tends to pose as a superstructural movie. I wish there were things in there that were not in there, but there's nothing in it that I don't like.

Question: Do you like the ending to Five Easy Pieces?

Nicholson: Yes. It had lots of endings. Bob [Rafelson] likes to work with lots of endings. He doesn't like to know the ending while he's shooting it. He likes to feel like something's going to happen. He usually ends up shooting the ending that he had, but he's constantly weird at night. He bores you to death.

Question: Does your character come to any resolution at the end?

Nicholson: Yes. Leave his present situation.

Question: Where is he headed?

Nicholson: Canada. He'll pick up some job there, just like he left someplace and picked up the job at the oil fields.

Question: Do you like to be recognized?

Nicholson: I have the most control over that of any celebrity I've known. I really am a very changeable-looking person. I like being recognized. I love it in New York, because they're really into that. They recognize you everywhere. Even I can't hide out much in New York. It's nice; there are a lot of lines in New York.

Question: Do you feel that people approach you as Jack Nicholson, movie star, rather than Jack Nicholson, person?

Nicholson: That's true, but at the same time, everyone approaches everyone with an erroneous image of what it is they're approaching. People have as complicated a way of approaching A as they do B, so it really doesn't make that much difference. I mean, obviously a lot of people take a lot of effort showing you that they're not going to relate to you.

Question: Do you always tell the truth?

Nicholson: No. I always try to.

Question: When do you find that you can't?

Nicholson: Well, number one, if it involves the confidence of another person. That's a problem I haven't had for some while. But in a relationship when you're with a chick and you ball somebody else, it's hard to tell the truth in that situation. I've tried it. I find that's the general area of most people's dishonesty. Some people can't even be honest about what they think at a given moment, because they think it will down them socially. But I always tell the truth in that situation. I sort of relish it. I've cleared a few rooms in my day.

I can be rude; and I don't admire the quality at all. Then I have this horrible tendency, after I've been rude, to say, “What did I do?”

Question: What qualities don't you like in people?

Nicholson: I don't like the head ushers of the world. Officious people. People whose office in life keeps them out of touch with reality.

Question: Do you like working?

Nicholson: Yes, I do like working. I wanted to go right back to work after I finished The King of Marvin Gardens, but there wasn't anything around that I could do.

Question: What do you do in your spare time?

Nicholson: I lay around and read, I run every day, play a little tennis, see films. Eat light.



*Carole Eastman (1934-2004), actress and screenwriter, used Adrien Joyce as her pseudonym on screenplays for The Shooting, Five Easy Pieces, Puzzle of a Downfall Child, and The Fortune. She used her real name as writer of Man Trouble, another Nicholson and Rafelson collaboration, in 1992.
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