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Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4
New text resource: The Player

Area of study 2: Creating and presenting

Context: Whose reality?

The Player (Directed by Robert Altman)

Introduction

Griffin Mill (Tim Robbins) is a studio executive in the cut-throat world of the Hollywood film industry. His job is to listen to pitches for movies by writers and to decide whether or not the ideas will be made into feature films. More often than not, Griffin rejects the many scripts that are presented to him. After receiving a number of anonymous threatening postcards about the fact that he promised ‘to get back to a writer, but never did’ he decides to try to work out the identity of his stalker. This is a difficult task as there have been so many rejections, but he manages to narrow the list down after asking for advice from his girlfriend, Bonnie (Cynthia Stevenson). Even though he fears for his life, Griffin is unable to present the reality of his situation to Bonnie, so describes his own scenario as if it is a pitch for a film. Bonnie suggests that a stalker will only become dangerous after five months, so Griffin uses this as his criteria to nab his harasser.


Griffin decides that the disenchanted writer must be David Kahane (Vincent D’Onofrio), who has not sold a script. After a phone call to June (Greta Scacchi), the girlfriend of Kahane, Griffin tracks David down at a cinema in Pasadena. After confronting David about the postcards, and after exchanging some angry words, Griffin kills him in the car park. He tries to destroy the evidence but the police are investigating him within a matter of days. In the mean time, Griffin continues his contact with June and they fall in love, he is trying to secure his job at the studio which is being threatened by new comer, Larry Levy (Peter Gallagher), and he discovers that he has killed the wrong man. The postcards keep arriving.


Altman presents the world of Hollywood as one full of gossip, back-stabbing, shallowness and fraudulence. He shows that in such an industry, people are out to get what they want at the expense of others, and that the good do not necessarily triumph over evil. Although he commits murder, and kills the wrong man, Griffin is more concerned with securing his job and settling down with the partner of his victim. Through such behaviour, Altman makes a scathing criticism of the way the film industry works and the kinds of ideas that actually make it to the big screen. He shows his audience that the reality of this so-called glamorous world is fundamentally flawed.

Representations of reality


The Player is ultimately concerned with the way that Hollywood presents its audiences with a specific representation of reality. When Griffin is discussing with June the elements that are required to make a successful script, he notes that: ‘Suspense, laughter, violence, hope, heart, nudity, sex and happy endings’ are essential. June, just like the audience, automatically recognises that this formula does not necessarily reflect the real world. Her query, ‘What about reality?’ is the essence of what this movie is about. Altman challenges us to reflect on what we go to the cinema to see. Do we expect to watch stories that do in fact depict life as we experience it? Or as the Hollywood executives in The Player would have us believe, are we drawn to plots that give us ‘mainly happy endings’?


Although the writer who pitches his far-fetched story, Habeas Corpus, about a woman on death row insists that he does not want any ‘stars’ in his film, the closing scenes of The Player show otherwise. In the screening of the finished product for the executives, Bonnie is appalled to see Julia Roberts and Bruce Willis have been cast, and that the original ending has been altered. She is perplexed by this and exclaims to the writer: 


“You sold out! 


How could you let him sell you out?


What about truth? Reality?’
He retorts:


‘What about the way the old ending tested in Canoga Park?


Everybody hated it. We re-shot it, now everybody loves it.


That’s reality.’

This can be seen as a criticism of the audience – of us in fact because as consumers of these products we determine the way they are then presented to the public for viewing. In this example, as in many others in the film, the artistic process of creating a script is sacrificed in order to make the viewers happy, even if the alternatives they are given, are unrealistic, tacked on and shallow. Altman does not spare any parties involved in his attack on the Hollywood industry, not even the very people that the movies are made for in the first place, that is, us, the viewers.


Altman uses Bonnie in this scene to represent a moral viewpoint. Unlike the other executives, she believes in the importance of maintaining the creative integrity of a piece of work. Although the writers themselves profess to want to be true to their original stories, they are unable to maintain their positions once they have a taste of the profits that will follow. Bonnie is the lone voice that defends the rights of the screen writer after the preview of the new film. No other character, including the writer himself, supports her as she points out how he has lost the essence of his idea by agreeing to change his ending to suit the producers.

Imagining other realities


The world of Hollywood makes you paranoid and this is exactly what happens to Griffin Mill once he begins to receive the threatening postcards from the anonymous author. There really is no way that he can accurately narrow down who the culprit may be, but once Bonnie suggests that five months of stalking is the time frame that it takes for someone like this to become dangerous, he begins to imagine his own reality. 


Griffin has absolutely no way of knowing that David Kahane is in fact the sender of the postcards, however, once his name comes up as an option, Griffin imagines what reality is for David. Not once does he consider that he could be wrong, and when he tracks David down, and subsequently kills him, he does not even second guess who he has killed. It is only after the murder has occurred and more postcards arrive that Griffin realises that the reality that he has constructed for himself about David Kahane has been imagined.


In a similar way, Griffin and the audience, to some extent, is lured into imagining that the ever-present character, played by Lyle Lovett, must in fact be the stalker. He is seen lingering outside Griffin’s office, he attends the film awards ceremony and he is even seen in front of Griffin’s house. As we view his presence from Griffin’s point of view, we are led to believe that this man must be responsible for the postcards. It is only after we see this character at the police station that we identify him as an investigator into the murder of David Kahane. He is soon presented as Detective DeLongpre and both Griffin and the audience realise that this is yet another example of an imagined reality in the film.

Dreams and fantasies

Throughout The Player, the world of those who work in Hollywood is presented as one of long lunches, lavish parties and expensive apartments. The actors, many of them real Hollywood stars, make cameo appearances as themselves. They are seen continually involved in hand shakes and making deals, and the lives they lead are seen to be glamorous and privileged. They have drivers who bring them their cars, they have expensive alcoholic beverages at their finger tips and they mix in circles of ‘A’ list celebrities. No expense is spared in any facet of their lives, and it is this dream of such a lifestyle that attracts so many potential writers to submit scripts for the likes of Griffin Mill to read.


When Griffin takes June to an isolated desert resort to escape detection by the investigators, she is spellbound by the beauty and luxury of her surroundings. While at a candle lit dinner, she asks Griffin, ‘Do places like this really exist?’ Here she notes the fantasy of the life that she is now experiencing since she has met Griffin. His reply, ‘Only in the movies’ indicates that he understands the ‘unreal’ quality of the life he leads. He then extends this fantasy further by presenting this reality in the scripts that he approves of for production. Thus, the audience is also privy to this world and desires to be a part of it.

Multiple versions of reality


The Player provides its viewers with multiple versions of reality. As we begin watching the film, we are aware that we are viewing a film about film making, but as the plot unfolds and we move towards the end, we come to the realisation that what we in fact viewing one of the screen plays that have been given to Griffin Mill. In a very ironic way, the ending is the beginning: a pitch by the mysterious psychotic writer of a movie called The Player, about the events you have just seen.

As viewers we see that Griffin Mill has removed Larry Levy as a threat to his job, has married the partner of the man he has murdered, and has escaped conviction for his crimes. He is the bad character in the story, yet he has succeeded in achieving his dreams. This is further enforced when the postcard sender contacts Griffin once again. He says: ‘Hi Griff. Remember me? I’m the asshole who was in the postcard business…’ The speaker goes on to give Griffin a pitch for a story and it quickly becomes apparent that the story that we have just witnessed on the screen is in fact this pitch. Griffin is very careful to ensure that the storyline offered by the postcard writer contains all of the elements of a Hollywood feature. He reminds him that it must have ‘A Hollywood ending.’ The writer reassures him, ‘He marries the dead writer's girl and they live happily ever after.’ As Griffin is told this, he arrives at his new home that he obviously shares with the pregnant, June, and the viewer witnesses that the film has come full circle. The ending of The Player is in fact, the very beginning. 


Altman also takes the opportunity to include one last quip at the industry. The final lines uttered by June, ‘What took you so long?’ and Griffin, ‘Traffic was a bitch’ replicate the final two lines in Habeas Corpus. The lack of originality is abundantly clear, as is the formulaic way in which scripts are written, and Altman makes his final stinging attack on the Hollywood studio system.


As a result, the viewer is left to ponder what they have just witnessed on their own screens. They have watched multiple versions of reality where the lines between truth and fiction are so blurred, that they actually turn into one another. We watch actors who are acting, actors who are playing themselves in guest appearances, and actors who are in a movie which criticizes the very thing that they are doing. The Player works on a number of levels and it is up to the viewer to work out which version of reality presented is the one that they will accept in this world of dreams, fantasies and illusions.

DIY

1. As a class brainstorm all of the differences between a Hollywood film and smaller, independent art house movies.

a) Explain why the expectation of the audience is different depending upon the type of film about to be viewed.

b) If the audience knows that a Hollywood film will generally provide a happy ending, why do they continue to be so popular?

c) Do you expect a Hollywood film to be based in reality? Why? Why not?

d) Is it possible to enjoy a film when you know the story is far-fetched and will provide an upbeat ending? Why? Why not?

2. Think of a time in your life when you have been worried about what someone else thinks of you.

a) How did you come to the conclusion that the person thought a particular way about you?

b) What evidence did you have to support their behaviour?

c) Upon investigation, were your suspicions true? Why? Why not?

d) Was the reality that you had created in your own mind, the same as the reality for the other person?

e) What did you learn about the power of your mind?

3. In groups, create a collage that depicts the dreams and fantasies that are associated with the movie industry. When you have completed the collage, reflect on the following:

a) What kinds of images dominate your piece?

b) Where do your images of the industry come from?

c) What do you perceive as the attractive elements of working in this industry?

d) After watching The Player has your view of Hollywood changed? Why? Why not?

e) Is the reality of the industry that is portrayed in the film one that you would like to be involved in? Why? Why not?

4. Select a dream or idea from your childhood that you held onto for a long time, but finally got to see, visit or experience.

a) Describe the dream, for example, perhaps it was to go to Disneyland or see your idol in a concert

b) What were the things that made this dream so important to you?

c) Why did you look forward to it so much?

d) Describe your experience of when this dream became a reality.

e) Did the dream live up to your expectations? Why? Why not?

5. In pairs, select a film or DVD that you have both seen.

a) Before discussion, write a short paragraph that summarises the key aspects of the film.

b) Read each paragraph out loud to one another.

c) Are your versions of the film similar or different?

d) Why do you think this is the case?

e) Is either version more real or true than the other? Why? Why not?

Sample practice assessment tasks

6. Write the discussion that follows a screening of The Player when Robert Altman explains the role of reality in the film to his audience.
7. Construct the speech for a debate that argues either side of the topic: ‘No version of reality is accurate.’
8. Write an essay for a competition that responds to the topic: ‘Hollywood films are only popular because they provide an escape from reality.’
9. Create a scene for a film script that explores the way that fantasy can in fact become a reality.
10. Write a review of The Player for an entertainment magazine. Explain the role of the representation of reality in the film.
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