
BY NINA METZ
© 2013, Chicago Tribune

CHICAGO — Let us consider
for a moment the Hollywood per-
formance that never gets nomi-
nated for awards but can be just
as indelible as any Oscar-winning
role. I’m referring to the celebrity
interview that goes viral.

Typically interviews that are
done during a movie’s press tour
have an ephemeral quality. But
every once in a while you get a
performance, as if the actor de-
cided to give the world a bonus
sideshow.

Earlier this year while promot-
ing “Oz the Great and Powerful,”
Mila Kunis charmed the pants off
anyone with a pulse when she
playfully went off-message with a
blundering BBC radio reporter.
The interview has logged 11.5 mil-
lion views on YouTube. But was it
instrumental in helping the movie
gross $500 million worldwide?
Probably not.

What about the interview from
hell? Recently, within a span of a
few days, the celebrity-industrial
complex gave us three con-
tentious showdowns between a
movie star and a reporter.

Exhibit A: Jesse Eisenberg was
maybe kind of terrible to an
equally terrible Univision re-
porter during a junket for “Now
You See Me.”

Exhibit B: Jonah Hill was
crabby in a Rolling Stone piece
pegged to his new comedy “This
Is the End.”

Exhibit C: Rhys Ifans, the
British actor best known as Hugh
Grant’s lanky roommate in “Not-
ting Hill,” went scorched-earth on
Times of London reporter Janice
Turner while promoting a TV
drama airing in the U.K.

Each is a performance of epic
proportions, and just the latest in
a long tradition of combative in-
terviews. It’s hard to know ex-
actly why these things go off the
rails. Celebrities and journalists
are both guilty of unprofessional
and less-than-polite behavior.
Publicity interviews are strange
even under the best circum-
stances. An artificial but collegial
relationship has to spontaneously
occur between two people who
have often never met. That be-
comes complicated if one side of
the equation is having a bad day.
Or if both parties dislike each
other on sight. (See: Eisenberg
and Univision’s Romina Puga.)

If you do this job long enough
— be it actor or journalist — you
will encounter your share of un-
comfortable interviews. The end
product can be shocking and no-
torious and, of course, entertain-
ing for all its schadenfreude.

“Nina, this is so boring, you
have to move it along,” Ethel
Kennedy told me minutes into our
conversation last fall about the
HBO bio doc “Ethel.” That inter-
view was a master class in “Have I
done something wrong or does
this person really just not want to
talk?”

My colleague Luis Gomez had
his own run-in this spring with a
movie star who came through
Chicago in service of the Jackie
Robinson baseball film “42”: “If
getting reamed by the notoriously
grumpy Harrison Ford is a rite of
passage for entertainment re-
porters, you could say I was fi-
nally initiated into the club.”

Interviews in service of a
movie are blatantly transactional
relationships. At their worst they
can leave everyone involved feel-
ing dirty: “Because (actors) hate
the game too,” Turner writes in
her Ifans piece, “and particularly
since it is mainly conducted in
hotel suites, you feel as if you’re
engaged in an odd form of prosti-
tution, one where it remains un-
clear who is the hooker and who
the john.”

You have to assume most as-
pects of an actor’s celebrity are
calculated. Lainey Lui is a re-
porter for “etalk” (a version of
“Access Hollywood” that airs in
Canada) and she also runs
Laineygossip.com, an addictive
website that analyzes the ways in
which celebrity images are
shaped and manipulated.

“Tommy Lee Jones is notori-
ous for not being the best at an
interview,” Lui said by way of ex-
ample. Entertainment Weekly in-
terviewed him for “Lincoln” with
a headline that said it all: “Who’s
Afraid of Tommy Lee Jones? Just
about everybody!” “But that fits
into the Tommy Lee Jones
brand,” said Lui. “So is it going to
hurt him to be truculent with
journalists? No.”
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reminded of in Glasgow is that there’s a
real mystique to moviemaking — as long
as people aren’t overly familiar with it.”

Are they overly familiar with zombies?
“WWZ” may be the biggest development
in necrophilia since “Night of the Living
Dead,” but the genre has been getting a
workout in recent years, from AMC’s hit
“The Walking Dead,” to “Shaun of the
Dead,” “Dawn of the Dead,” “Juan of the
Dead,” “Land of the Dead,” “28 Days Later”
and “I Am Legend.”

“I think ‘World War Z’ is more than just
a zombie movie,” said Gardner, “but the
representations on-screen of all these
apocalyptic visions, I think, have to do
with the fact that things in the world are
happening so fast, and if you can create
something like we have and somehow put

a hopeful vision on it, that appeals to peo-
ple.”

“The real world has real things to
worry about,” said Enos. “To be scared in
a safe way, by something we know is not
possible, it allows you to play. There’s
something fundamentally satisfying in
being scared this way. It’s pretend.”

“But if you wanted to let your brain
go,” she added, somewhat ominously,
“zombies are a metaphor for a lot of
things we don’t deal with ...” like immigra-
tion, disease, xenophobia, terrorism and
isms of every imaginable variety.

“I hope that’s true,” said Gardner, “be-
cause I think it’s true of the best entertain-
ment, that people can bring their own
baggage, and apply their own values and
expectations to it. Or, of course, they can
just sit back and be entertained.”

THESE ZOMBIES LIVE ON
While vampires seem to be about im-

mortality and sex, zombies seem to be
about immortality and ... eeeeeyuck! Still,
this week the zombies are winning, with

the release of “World War Z,” which imag-
ines a world in which the bite of the un-
dead turns you into a homicidal maniac in
10 seconds, and for the rest of your unlife.
Whether it’s a classic of a genre that in-
cludes such dubious entries as “Zombies
on Broadway,” “Zombie Vegetarians” and
“Zombies! Zombies! Zombies!” remains to
be seen. Like zombies themselves, how-
ever, the following films have proved to
have staying power:

• NIGHT OF THE LIVING DEAD (1968)
Shot in glorious black and white, George
Romero’s proto-zombie nightmare (and
parable for the Vietnam era) was made for
$114,000, but paved the way for an entire
cemetery’s worth of undead cinema.

• ARMY OF DARKNESS (1992) Aka
“Evil Dead III,” this comedy shocker was
directed by Sam Raimi, who would go on
to, among other things, the “Spider-Man”
trilogy starring Tobey Maguire. It stars
cult actor Bruce Campbell, who, as Ash
Williams, is trapped in the Middle Ages
and has to battle a contingent of corpse-
like warriors to return to the present.

• 28 DAYS LATER (2002) Danny Boyle
was a long way from “Slumdog Millionaire”
when he directed this popular update on
the zombie-virus genre, which revised a
few of the tropes (fast zombies, for in-
stance) and created a disturbingly plausi-
ble end-of-the-world atmosphere.

• RE-ANIMATOR (1985) Extremely
gory cult film directed by Stuart Gordon
and starring fan fave Jeffrey Combs is
based on H.P. Lovecraft’s “Herbert West —
Reanimator” and chronicles the antics of
West (Combs) in bringing the dead back
to life. Inspired “Bride of Re-Animator”
(1989) and “Beyond Re-Animator” (2003).

• THE CABINET OF DR. CALIGARI
(1920) German Expressionist masterpiece
and one of the more influential films of the
silent era, this horror film by Robert
Wiene stars Conrad Veidt (of “Casablanca”
fame) as the “somnambulist” Cesare, who
is kept in a coffin-like box and does the
evil bidding of the mysterious doctor of
the title. A zombie film for people who
don’t like zombie films. 

World War Z
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James Gandolfini, the most im-
portant actor in the most influen-
tial television series of the last
decade and a half, died suddenly
Wednesday, in Italy. He was only
51, and though he been a busy
working actor — in film and on-
stage as well as on TV — for two
decades, and had (with writer
David Chase) created a character
for the ages, he was also at what,
especially in light of an early
death, felt like the beginning of
his career.

Even though he spent the
years of “The Sopranos” and after-
ward taking parts that told the
world there was more to him than
a New Jersey mob boss — that is
to say, waste management con-
sultant — its length and depth, its
cultural mass, guarantee that
Tony Soprano is the role for
which he’ll be most remembered.
Tony was more than a character,
of course; he was the fulcrum of a
shared experience, the instru-
ment of a new age of television.
“Breaking Bad” and Walter White
owe him everything.

If it is impossible to imagine
“The Sopranos” without Tony —
indeed, the show ended with what
is generally, if not unanimously,
taken to represent the snuffing
out of his consciousness — it is
also impossible to imagine Tony
without Gandolfini.

The casting was bold and al-
most subversively counterintu-
itive. In the normal way of
Hollywood, where physiognomy
is destiny, Gandolfini might have
spent his life in the sort of sup-

porting roles that had earlier de-
fined his career, limited by his
ethnicity, his bulk, his encroach-
ing baldness. Among its other
gifts to television, “The Sopranos”
demonstrated that star quality
does not depend upon Holly-
wood’s narrow conception of
good looks. (Even in gangster
films, the leads have traditionally
been conventionally handsome. In
“The Sopranos,” by contrast, the
too-handsome character was al-

ways somehow to be regarded
with suspicion.)

Gandolfini was only 37 — or,
in acting-life terms, already 37 —
when “The Sopranos” premiered
in January 1999. (Its six seasons
took until 2007 to complete.) He
had played thugs and gangsters
before, across the 1990s, in films
including “True Romance,” “Ter-
minal Velocity,” “The Juror” and
“Get Shorty.” But this was some-
thing different: a bad man in a

psychological crisis triggered by
a family of ducks leaving his
backyard pool — a character
that could easily have become a
joke (not that there wasn’t com-
edy to be played) in the hands of
a lesser actor.

Tony was, as the situation de-
manded, a villain, a hero, a sex
symbol and a slob. He was a put-
upon son, a concerned if mis-
guided father, a philandering
though not exactly disloyal hus-

band, a frequently exasperated
boss, a person of more than aver-
age intelligence but limited vi-
sion, a thug not without
sensitivity or a sense of humor
and, in ways that mattered to the
audience, at least, better than
the men who surrounded him.

It was always a little bit of a
shock, in the “Sopranos” years,
to see the actor as himself, to
find him relieved of Tony’s spiri-
tual heaviness, the Dorian Gray
crust of sins he wore just be-
neath the skin when he played
the character. With Tony So-
prano, he emphasized mass and
force, but like many big men —
like, Oliver Hardy, say, whom he
could have played with aplomb
— Gandolfini was light on his
feet, graceful and elegant in spite
of his size. It’s instructive to
watch him in the first episodes of
“The Sopranos’” sixth season,
when, in a coma, he dreamed
himself an “ordinary person,” or
as the sensitive gay hit man he
plays in “The Mexican,” or lip-
syncing Engelbert Humperdinck
in John Turturro’s “Romance &
Cigarettes,” or as the fond, if de-
manding father in “Not Fade
Away,” the film that reunited him
with David Chase.

There was a softness, and a
sweetness to Gandolfini — quali-
ties that, indeed, may have been
what kept Tony Soprano bear-
able company through the years.
Because even taking the part of a
most violent man, he could not
hide, or chose not to, what was
clear for us to see: that he was an
artist. 
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James Gandolfini backstage at the Emmy Awards show at Los Angeles’s Shrine Auditorium in 2000. Gandolfini
died on Wednesday, June 19, at 51.  


