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say hello. but for a balked-
and before he could a word in 
greeting. Borges had already turned 
and asked: "ltalo. is that, you'!" "Yes," 
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ALEXANDER PAYNE 
(SCREENWRITERI 

DIRECTOR) 

"IT'S REALLY HARD TO GENERALIZE ABOUT PEOPLE. WHEN YOU GET 
TO KNOW THEM,YOU DISCOVER EVERYONE'S GOT A STORY." 

Movies that precocious teenagers from Omaha were enjoying during the seventies: 
The Sting  

One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest  
Bananas (for the breasts)  

Movies that precocious teenagers from Omaha did not enjoy quite as much: 
Star Wars  

The Exorcist  
Five Easy Pieces  

lexander Payne makesfilms with an eyefor 
incidental details. He circles his characters 
when they are at their mostfragile and vul-
nerable. In Citizen Ruth, a pregnant 
Ruth Stoops plunges down a flight ofstairs. 

In Election, Mr. McAllister washes his genitals in a hotel bath-
tub before an adulterous '!!fair. In About Schmidt, Wimen 
Schmidt loads up on Percodan and plunges into a hot tub with 
his future in-law. In Sideways, Miles Raymond aaidentally 
encounters a waitress and her flabby boyfriend having wild sex 
to a televised (and muted) Donald Rum.*ld. WIth a sense of 
ease, he shares with us those perftctly perverse and uncomfortable 
moments that nevertheless make us laugh. In doing so, he helps 
his audiences reconnect and reflect on what it is to be human. 

VVhen talking to Payne, he is easily distracted. But when 
the subject is steered towards his love offilm or his hometown 
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ofOmaha, he can talk on and on endlessly. He speaks five lan-
guages, plays piano, digs cats, and knows a bit about wine.Just 
don't ask him One of the following questions about his latest 
film, Sideways: "VVhere did you get the idea?" "VVhy did you 
decide on this cast?"And that dark, inevitable question, "ifyou 
were a wine, which wine would you be?" 

Payne has just returned from a monthlong tour of the 
Mediterranean, where he presented Sideways at film festivals 
in Turin, Thessaloniki, and Marrakesh. He's now back in Los 
Angeles, where he is attempting to soothe his circadian 
rhythms, juggle award nominations, and visit with a fellow 
Midwesterner. This conversation took place in two parts. The 
first, in la telephone call to Alexander's home in Los Angeles, 
and the second, several days later, when he picked upan hon-
orary doctorate from the University of Nebraska at Omaha. 

'" - Kate Donnelly 
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I. "I SAW STAR WARS WHEN IT CAME  
OUT, BUT I DON'T EVEN REMEMBER  
IT. I PROBABLY FORGOT ABOUT IT  

THE NEXT DAY."  

THE BELIEVER: Some critics have observed that you 
employ techniques of 1970s cinema. Are you conscious-
ly paying homage to that era in filmmaking? 

ALEXANDER PAYNE: I don't think I'm trying to pay 
homage to anything. The fact is that I was an American 
teenager in the 1970s and those were the movies I was 
watching. My idea ofwhat an adult American film is has 
never changed. 

BLVR:.Were you influenced by films like Star Wars? 

AP: It didn't impact me at alL You know how people 
say, "Oh, and then I saw Star Wars and it just changed 
my life"? I saw Star Wars when it came out, but I 
don't even remember it. I probably forgot about it the 
next day. 

BLVR: So you weren't a fan of the commercially pop-
ular movies of the seventies? 

AP: Well, I liked Jaws. But I didn't think about Jaws the 
way I thought about One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest or 
'Chinatown or Coming Home at the time. 

BLVR:You were sitting in the Cuckoo's Nest while your 
friend was next-door watching Jaws? 

AP: Not at alL I remember being in high school and 
arguing about whether we liked Annie Hall or Manhat-
tan better. 

BLVR: Wow. [t sounds like Omaha was a sophisticated 
movie-going town in the seventies. 

AP: I remember my friend Dan Cowdin saying about 
Manhatta1J, ''They're just so neurotic and complainy. 
How can you like that one?" 

BLVR: Martin Scorsese was on Charlie Rose the other 
night. 

AP: How was he? 

BLVR: Really great. He's like an encyclopedia on film. 

AP: What did he say? 

BLVR: He talked a lot about films of the thirties and 
forties. Those twenty years seem to be, for him at least, 
the golden age of cinema. He talked about Hell's Angels 
and Scarface. He also mentioned high impact films like 
The Searchers, Citizen Kane, and On the Wateifront. What 
were your high-impact movies, beginning from the 
time you went to the cinema as a teenager? 

AP:You have to go back to before I was even a teenager. 
They were largely based on movies my older brothers 
thought were cool, like. King Kong, One-Eyed Jacks, The 
Good. the Bad and the Ugly, and Cool Hand Luke. 

BLVR: King The Jessica Lange version? 

AP: No. no. no. The 1933 movie. I probably saw it ten 
times as a kid because it would always be on TV Those . 
were the earliest movies I remember being cooL Later, 
on my own, without my brothers, r started getting into 
a lot ofsilent comedy. Chaplin and Keaton. I didn't see 
much Lloyd. It was harder to get your hands on Lloyd. 
And then, of course, the Universal horror movies. That's 
just what kids watched. Oh. and when I was nine or ten, 
a movie I probably saw at the movie theater three or 
four times with my buddies was Little Big Man. And The 
Sting. We were little kids, like twelve years old. 

BLVR: The Sting? Very discerning taste for a twelve-
year-old kid. What was going on in Omaha? 

AP; The Sting is a great kids' movie. Butch Cassidy and 
the Sundance Kid, [ probably saw it about four times the 
year it came out. I remember seeing Philippe de Broca's 
Ki/1g of Hearts probably three times. That's a good kids' 
movle, as well. And I remember it played with two ani-, 
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mated shorts, Bambi Meets Godzilla and Thank You 
Masked Man. 

BLVR: What is the kids' movie demographic' 

AP: ('m talking between eight and fourteen. And we 
loved Woody Allen's Bananas because you got to see a 
girl's breasts in it, which was very exciting for us. [ 
would say Five Easy Pieces was a little over our heads. 

BLVR: That fllm didn't make the kid cut? 

AP: [ was nine when that came out and now it's one of 
my favorite movies. But at the time, we didn't go to see 
it. The big movie [ saw when I was twelve, which 
everyone was trying to see and nobody's parents would 
take them to, was The Exorcist. [ finally got a friend of 
my parents to take me and I was actually underwhelmed 
by it. [ think it's scarier now than I did when I was 
twelve. 

BLVR: So you weren't sleeping with your lights on? 

AP:The hype and buildup around it was so huge. It's only 
years later that I realize how scary it is.The scariest movie 
for a lot ofpeople in my generation was The Omen. 

BLVR: And did that scare you when it came out? 

AP: Oh yeah. That's a frightening movie. It doesn't 
completely hold up anymore, but at the time, it was ter-
rifYing. 

II. "MITSUO ... MI-TSUO ... !" 

BLVR: You reference Akira Kurosawa in nearly every 
interview I've read. Could you talk to me about the 
importance of Kurosawa and why you like his films? 

AP: Maybe because I've studied them. His films made a 
very big impact on me. There was a time period of 
many, many years where anytime [ could see a Kurosawa 
mOVie, I would. [ devoured Donald Ritchie's book 
about him, and read his autobiography. There wasn't a 
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whole lot of scholarship in English about him in the 
eighties, which was my big Kurosawa period. But it was 
a time when, between San Francisco and Los Angeles, 
you could see his films projected. Plus, [ got a chance to 
hear him speak in Los Angeles in 1986, when he came 
with Ran. [ don't know, there's just something un-
believably great about his films. They are ferociolls. He 
tells a good story, and he's not afraid of anything. They 
are deeply, deeply passionate in an unsentimental way .. 
Only the films he made at the end of his life were more 
openly sentimental. 

BLVR: Do you consider [kim a sentimental fUm? 

AP: I think whatever sentimentality it has is very 
honest and earned. [ saw it for the first time projected 
at Stanford, and about a half an. hour into the film, 
there's a montage about Watanabe's son Mitsuo. He's 
accompanying his son to have an appendectomy, 
cheering him on when he's a loser baseball player, sit-
ting in the back of a car following behind the wife's 
hearse when the man is widowed. The motion from 
shot to shot often matches. And then his son calls / 
down from upstairs, "Dad," and the father says, "Mit-
suo ... Mi-tsuo... " [Alexander employs a specific and con-
vincing Japanese accent.] 

BLVR: [Laughs] Perfect inflection. 

AP: And then he leaves the frame and you hear him 
run up the stairs and the son says, "Be sure to turn off 
the lights. Be sure to lock the door when you go to 
bed." Pause. Pause. Cut. Look down and there's the 
actor Shimura with his head resting on a step. 
He only made it two-thirds of the way up the stairs 
before his disappointment. [ hadn't seen a movie that 
had 'me crying so early. When I was in film school, I 
watched Kurosawa movies. This is before I had videos 
of and [ would take notes on every shot. [ would 
write down nearly every shot and start to memorize 
the films. 

;to 

BLVR: You seem really well-ot:ganized and meticulous 
in that regard. 



AP: Not always. There have been times in my life when [ 
have been, but it's harder for me now. My life is a little big-
ger and all. When [ was in film schoot I would go watch 
movies and write down shots. I used to see a movie, come 
home, write my reaction to it, and talk about cool shots 
and cool sequences. I still do that sometimes. 

BLVR: What's the last film you remember doing that 
for? 

AP: The Girl in the Red Velvet Swing. I did it about three 
weeks ago in Turin, Italy. I couldn't believe how good 
that film was. Apparently it's fairly obscure .. 

BLVR: Sideways was based on a novel by Rex Pickett. 
What's the greatest challenge in adapting a book for film? 

AP: It's no different from writing an original. In fact, the 
way [writing parmer] Jim [Taylor] and I work, not 
always, but in general, is that we read the book a few 
times and then stop referring to it. We then write an 
original based on our memory of the book. That's sort 
of how we work. So it's as though we are always doing 
originals. 

BLVR: How do you come across books these days? 

AP: [ have precious little time to read. [ sometimes have 
to dedicate that time to reading books or scripts sent to 
me, otherwise I'll never get around 'to reading them. But 
then I often grow resentful ofhaving to do that because 
I think about all the books I'm not reading. ['ve never 
read Proust. rve never read James Joyce other than A 
Portrait of the Artist As a Young Man. I'm woefully under-
read in Faulkner. [can't even talk about keeping up with 
new stuff. 

BLVR:What about F Scott Fitzgerald and Hemingway' 

AP: I was never a very big fan of Hemingway. And 
Fitzgerald, yes, but mostly in high school. In college, 
most of the literature I read was in Spanish. I am very 
well-read in Garcia Marquez, for example, and Vargas 
Llosa. You know, the classics along with some of the 

great Mexican and Argentine writers and some Spanish 
·writers. 

BLVR: That makes sense. Your (jrst thesis film was an 
adaptation of a novel by Ernesto Sabato, El Tunel [Mid-
western accent applied]. 

AP: El Tunel [thick Spanish tongue employed]. 

BLVR: [Laughs] Thank you. You sound like the fellow 
on Jeopardy. 

AP: Did he ever lose? 

BLVR: He finally lost. 

AP: Who beat him? 

BLVR: A woman. I missed his televised demise. Clearly, 
he's not missing any meals. He won over two million 
dollars. 

AP: Yeah, that's unbelievable. 

BLVR: Would you ever have auditioned for Jeopardy? 

AP: Yeah. Except I don't know sports. 

BLVR: Do you enjoy sports? 

AP: I like playing them, not watching. I used to playa lot 
of ten£lis and I don't anymore, but I'd like to get back to 
it. I uSed to playa lot of racquetball. Right now, I do yoga 
and go to the gym and throw weights around and jump 
on the machines. I swim when I can. I like to swim in the 

pretty much my favorite thing.And being in 
a stream and hopping from rock to rock. I like that a lot. 

BLVR: Getting back to writing, will you ever write a 
novel? 

:it 

AP: I 'don't know yet. I would like to try short stories 
and poetry, but I'm afraid of poetry. I think filmmaking 
is hard but poetry is really hard. Good poetry. Poetry is 
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kind of the most important thing, in a way. I get a poem 
sent to me every day by Garrison Keillor. 

BLVR: How? 

AP: I get the Almanac. Do you get that? 

BLVR: I don't. How does one subscribe? 

AP: You subscribe to it online at Minnesota Public 
Radio and then every day Garrison Keillonends you a 
poem; sometimes new, sometimes classic, never too 
long. And biographies of writers or notes about impor-
tant events that took place on that day. 

III,' "EVEN THOUGH I CAN NEITHER  
CONFIRM NOR DENY THAT I DO OR  

DO NOT INTEND TO RUN FOR OFFICE  
ONE DAY, I MAY OR MAY NOT HAVE  
A PLAN FOR THAT WHICH I'M NOT  

PREPARED TO DISCUSS."  

BLVR: You just went to Washington, D.C, to pick up 
the annual Distinguished Nebraskan Award. What were 
the prerequisites for such an award? 

AP: I think you have to be from Nebraska. They have 
given it to a wide variety of individuals, from politicians 
to educators to corporate leaders. 

BLVR: Would you ever consider running for public 
oeice? . 

AP: I'm not prepared to confirm or deny the possibili-
ty. But I have thought about it, yes. [Pause] What's mak-
ing you ask? Did someone tell you that? 

BLVR: No. You just seem politically inclined to me. 
Hypothetically, how would you go about campaigning? 

AP: Well, even though I can neither confirm nor deny 
that I do or do not intend to run for office one day, ( 
mayor may not have a plan for that which ['m not pre-
pared to discuss. 

BLVR: Do you think it's right for a film director to pur-
sue other interests? Wouldn't a political life interrupt a 
film career? 

AP: It would obviously interrupt a fum career. But one 
of the reasons ( wanted to be a filmmaker in the first 
place was that it allows me to be a generalist in life-to 
immerse myself in different topics, different disciplines, 
different cultures, different issues, different academic 
fields. 

BLVR: Growing up, which major political figures in 
Nebraska influenced you? Did you have any "good 
guys" to Look up to? 

AP:The neat thing about Nebraska is that even though it's 
a solidly Republican state, the voters tend to Look at the 
character of the person running. For example, Nebraska 
has had two democratic senators at one time. In recent 
history, it's the first state, and I think the only state, to have 
two women running against each other for governor. 
And, while it's a very conservative Republican state, it pro-
duced George Norris, a progressive--who was actually a 
Republican, but a progressive in the old way Robert La 
Follette ofWisconsin was. It produced Herbert Brownell, 
who was Eisenhower's attorney general and helped pio-
neer, and then enforce, some civil-rights legislation. 
There's a very comforting history of freethinking in 
Nebraska that ( appreciate. In fact, when I went to Wash-
ington a few weeks ago, I made a point ofvisiting Repub-
lican senator Chuck Hagel so I could shake his hand and 
tell him how encouraged I was that there was a Republi.:. 
can senator who was publicly and actively disagreeing 
with the president about how the war is being pursued. 
Which is not to say that I necessarily agree with his points 
ofview on many other issues. But ( respect the man, who's 
unlike so many politicians nowadays. who seem to have 
given up the idea of thinking for themselves. 

BLVR: Politically speaking, what kind of ho,-:sehold did 
you grow'up in? 

AP: My father is Republican and my mother is Demo-.. 
crat. 
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BLVR: That's the Midwest. Do you think the Midwest 
has become conservative now? 

AP: It has always been so. It's so easy to talk about "red 
states" and "blue states," but it is not as though every-
one is of a certain political bent. We know there is 
diversity everywhere, maybe less diversity in some 
places. You certainly don't find a lot of ethnic diversi-
ty in North Dakota, for instance. In spite of the trend, 
I think it's really hard to generalize about people. 
When you get to know them, you discover everyone's 
got a story. It's hard to generalize. There just happens 
to be much deeper strains of conservative attitudes 
ingrained in the Midwest. And obviously, in the 
South, there is something else again, and that's just 
disappointing. The problem for me is that people 
respond to labels like conservative. Republican, 
Democrat, LiberaL Bush and company do not seem to 
me to be real Republicans. They are virulent ideo-
logues who have commandeered the word "Republi-
can." Many people fall for it perhaps more than they 
would or should if they just thought a little bit more 
or 'read a little bit more. 

IV. "SCORSESE IS LIKE AN 
PEDIA. I'M JUST A POCKET GUIDE." 

BLVR: Would you have any interest in directing a polit-: 
ical film? 

AP: How would you define a political film? 

BLVR: A political film is what's timely right now. Not 
necessarily the war in Iraq, but the fear and paranoia 
going on inside America. 

AP: Yeah, I'm surprised we haven't had science fiCtion 
like we had in the fifties, because we have generalized 
fear. At least we're told we have fear. Are people really 
afraid? 

BLVR: I think they might be. What would a political 
film mean for you? 

AP: The genre does not matter. It's the concerns. A 
political film can be a science fiction; it could be a West-
ern. Little Big Man is a political film. 

BLVR: What about a black and white silent film? 

AP: I would love that, but it might be in color. I'm 
going to work in black and white cinemascope the film 
after next. And silent film is beautifuL At its apex, right 
before the talkies came in, telling a story through images 
had reached a sublime and sophisticated place. And 
many people, as you know, thought the talkies would be 
the end of cinema because they would just film people 
talking. It would be filmed theatre in a way. It would 
decrease cinematic beauty and it certainly did for a 
while. Have you seen Sunrise? 

BLVR: I have not. 

:.\ 
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AP:You have to make it the first film you see when you 
hang up with me. You must see Sunrise. 

BLVR: You had the benefit of a ftlm-school education. 
You're like an encyclopedia. 

AP: Scorsese is like an encyclopedia. I'm just a pocket 
guide. A stocking stuffer. 

BLVR: Steven Soderbergh and Martin Scorsese have 
recently chosen to make big-budget films. Do you feel 
an obligation to dabble in the mainstream? 

AP: I d(')fi't know how to answer that question. It's not 
just a matter of how much money you spend on a film. 
I mean, are my films mainstream? They have always 
been financed by studios. This will be the third film in 
a row that makes a profit. This will be my third film in 
a row nominated for an Oscar. Am I a mainstream 
director? I don't know. I don't use any label. I'm just a 
filmmaker. I'll take the money wherever it comes 
from, as long as I have creative controL I make movies 
for studios that turn a profit imd are nominated for 
Oscars, which sounds fairly mainstream to me. Yet I'm 
referred to as an indie director. Maybe that just means 
I make personal films, or that the degree of creative 
control, which I'm lucky enough to enjoy, is evident. 

BLVR: Critics like to gripe about veteran directors who 
don't evolve or adapt to audience expectations. Should 
a filmmaker worry about his relevance? 

AP: Can you control how relevant you are? I don't 
know how you control that. Sometimes the more you 
try to do something, the more it eludes you. [ think 
you either are or you are not. And no matter what the 
budget-[ don't know how budget impacts relevance. 
[s Sofia Coppola, who made her film for four million 
dollars, more or less relevant than Chris Columbus, 
who made the first two Harry Potter films? How do 
you define relevant? To my eyes, these are relative and 
vague terms. 

BLVR: Did you have creative control over the film 

poster for Sideways? 

AP: Well, I told them it should be a graphic and not 
photographic. 

BLVR: It reminds me of an old foreign-film poster. 

AP: Yeah, good. That was definitely the idea. 

BLVR: The Santa Barbara Film Commission recently 
ordered a second printing of" Sideways, the Map." 
There's also a "snob-free" wine-tasting tour for $79. 
Have you sparked some sort of pop-cultural phenome-
non in the way of a new, non-Napa Valley? 

AP: It seems that way. I didn't try to do that. There are 
people watching the film and there's a general interest 
in wine anyway, at least more so than there's been in the 
past. Every once in a while, someone will email me 
something about a wine critic talking about it or how a 
wine store has seen its sales of certain wines go up. 
interesting. 

BLVR: In Rex Fickett's book, he showcases a 1982 
Latour, but you chose a 1961 Chateau Cheval Blanc, 
which happens to be the year you were born. Did you 
pick that particular wine because it corresponds to your 
birth year? 

AP: 1961 was a good year for Bordeaux. I just wanted it 
to be an older wine, a more special one. I think I did 
note the fact that [ was born that year. 

BLVR: I because I had a 1976 bottle ofChateau Haut-
Brion that my parents bought me when I was born. 

AP: Oh wow. Fuckin' A. 

BLVR: Yeah. It was to be opened when [ got engaged, 
which I t'old my dad would be in the distant future. So 
we opened it, and it was great. Is life about drinking 
what you have when you have it? 

J: 

AP: If you're smart. * 
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Mac Barnett works as a substitute teacher in Northern 
California. This is his first time being published. 

Heather Birrell is the author of [ knoLV you are but what am 
[1, a collection of stories (Coach House Books, 2004). 
She is currently at work on a novel about a tire factory, a 
draft dodger, and a teenaged swim instructor. She lives in 
Toronto. 

Tom Bissell is the author of Chasing the Sea, the newly 
published story collection God Uves in St. Petersburg, and, 
with Jeff Alexander, the co-author of Speak, Commentary. 
He is working on a nonfiction book about Vietnam and 
seriously pondering moving to Asia for good or until 
2008. This is his fifth Believer essay. 

Tom Bligh has published fiction in Black Hitrrior Review 
and the Cincinnati Review. His short stories have twice 
been recognized in the Atlantic Monthly Student Writing 
Contest. He holds the IGngsbury Fellowship at Florida 
State University, where he is a doctoral student in the cre-
ative writing program. 

Stephen Burt is a Reform Democrat. He believes in the 
Television Personalities and in the Minnesota Lynx, and he 
teaches at Macalester College in Saint Paul. (His books are 
Popular Music. a collection ofpoems, and Randall Jarrell and 
His Age.) 

Benjamin Cohen lives and works in Blacksburg, VA. He is 
a former film critic for the Granville Sentinel, a current vis-
iting assistant professor of history at Virginia Tech, and a 
future editor of something, maybe. 

Kevin Dole 2 lives in Ypsilanti, Michigan, birthplace of the 
striped referee shirt and Tucker Automobiles. His novel 
Tangerinephant should be published by After Birth Books 
sometime in 2005. 

Kate Donnelly is a writer living in New York. She is cur-
rendy at work on her first novel, about an underachiever. 
This is her first interview for the Believer. 

Gregory Gipson lives and works in New York. He feels 
entitled to a vacation from the politically humorless, but 
has no means of reaching the moon. 

Amy Giith is a coeditor of The Complete Meal, a new liter-
ary journal. She is crossing the t's and dotting the i's on her 
first novel while hiding out in the midclle of nowhere. 

Nick Hornby is the author of five books, most recently 
The Polysyllabic Spree. He lives in north London. 

Daniel Stephen Johnson grew up in the California desert 
and went to school in L.A. and New York. Now he's in 
New Haven, where he's still revising his first little novel 
and working at the record shop. Stop in and say hi. 

Rachel Kushner is working on a novel about colonial deca-
dence, midcentury Cadillac dealerships, air-conditioned 
columbariums-those types of things. She writes occasion-
ally for Art/arum, and her fiction will be included in the 
next issue of Fence magazine. She lives in Los Angeles. 

Anne Landsman's first novel, The Devil's Chimney, was 
nominated for the PEN/Hemingway Award. QPB'S New 
Voices, the Janet Heidinger Kafka Prize, and the M-Net 
Book Prize (South Africa). She was born and raised in 
South Africa. 

Javier Marias was born in Madrid in 1951. English-
language translations of his novels include All Souls, A 
Heart So White, Tomorrow in the Battle Think on Me, and the 

collection When I Was Mortal. 

Jana Prikryl recently finished a masters in cultural report-
ing and criticism at NYu. Her work has appeared in 
Salon, Maisonneuve, the Globe and Mail, and elsewhere. 

Reidy works for the Village Voice and lives In 

Brooklyn. 

Eric Spitznagel has also written for Playboy, Esquire, Spy, 
and Salott. His "official" bio, on file at the Hall of R.ecords 
in tbf spirit realm, remains unavailable at press time. 

Amanda Eyre Ward is the author of the novels Sleep Toward 
Heaven. and How to Be LoSI. She lives on Cape Cod. 
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Dean Young's sixth book of poems, Elegy 011 Toy Piano. is 
forthcoming from the University of Pittsburgh Press next 
spring. He teaches in the Iowa Writers Workshop. 
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