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HARRISON FORD

“Indiana Jones”

By: Scott Orlin

Do you remember when you first got cast for the part of Indiana Jones?

FORD: Tom Selleck had been cast but his network had exercised its option so he couldn’t get released from his TV show, which I didn’t know about at the time. I got a call from George asking me to read a script, which I did.  He told me to read the script and to then go over and meet Steven Spielberg at his house. I had never met him before. I read the script and was really excited about what I had read and the potential. The meeting went well and that was it.

There had been many rumors about Tom Selleck and the casting. One that came up was that George Lucas did want you initially but since he had already worked with you on AMERICAN GRAFITTI and the STAR WARS trilogy, maybe he should utilize a different actor.

FORD: I have no idea. You would have to ask someone lese. I was never approached prior to what I had just talked about. If that is the case then the story becomes even more bizarre.

Another story had the character initially called Indiana Smith.

FORD: I never saw anything with the character named Indiana Smith. I have no idea where George came up with the last name. I know Indiana came from the name he had for his dog at the time.

Both George and Steven have talked a bout how these movies were inspired by their love for the classic Saturday morning movie serials that used to play back in the 1950’s. Were you a fan of those films as well?

FORD: The Saturday morning serials that I knew were Gene Autry and Hop Along Cassidy. I didn’t know any others. I only knew the westerns. Those were the films I went to see on a Saturday. I don’t even remember the others.

I want to take you back to the beginning of playing the part. How did you approach how to play Indiana Jones?

FORD: It started with the script and when you read that this guy walks around carrying a whip, wearing a fedora and a leather jacket in the jungle, there is no avoiding who that character is. You know this guy is particular and you can’t avoid that. You put on the clothes and you realize who you are and what you are meant to be. The script was quite clear as to the kind of character this guy was. I saw an enormous opportunity, even though I did have to wear a heavy leather jacket in the jungle.

How did they decide on those iconic wardrobe choices?

FORD: We went through a lot of hats. We went through a lot of jackets. The jacket was customed designed based on period details by Anthony Powell, our costume designer. John Landis’s wife also helped with the costume design. We fitted him with those little details to make him comfortable.

Those three of those items went into the Smithsonian Museum. How flattered were you to have that happen?

FORD: I think it is quite common for some costumes to make it into the museum. The selection doesn’t seem so bizarre to me. It was a character that we all created between all of the filmmakers.

After that first film RAIDERS OF THE LOST ARK, there have been three subsequent films. When you put that fedora back on, does the character come right back to you?

FORD: It does. I have a long experience with Indiana Jones so it is not surprising to me that the character is resonant in my bones. This last time after an absence of almost twenty years, it was sort of interesting to put it all on again. When I did, it just felt friendly and familiar and something I knew well.

Having worked with some very impressive directors over your career, what was it a bout Steven Spielberg that impressed you?

FORD: It was his fluidity and filmmaking skills. He has this great sense of visualization. He has a keen sense of how filmmaking works. He enjoys the process which many do not so it I fun to be around him.

Have you seen an evolution of him as a filmmaker over the course of these four films?

FORD: Yes but it would be hard to track it for you. These last twenty years, Steven has done two lifetimes worth of work in anyone else’s account. He was certainly a formidable filmmaker when we finished the last one, now he is formidable and more mature. I really enjoyed having the opportunity to work with him again.

He does like to put his protagonist in some rather precarious situations. When you look back on the challenges you were faced up against, are there some that really amazed you that you were able to pull off?

FOORD: There were some sequences that did drag on for a while and they are complicated and very physical. I don’t remember anything particular that was too daunting. I know that you break them down into shots and doable chunks. There was nothing too daunting. 

In RAIDERS OF THE LOST ARK, you were beaten, shot at, dragged by a truck and dodged an engine of a moving airplane. You had to be physical prepared.

FORD: I was physically prepared. I knew the type of movie I was getting involved in so I made every effort to show up in the best physical shape I could be in . That was the case for all four of them. I did suffer injuries on the first two but not the third but I can’t remember. The potential for getting hurt was relatively high so being fit is a good preventive step to take. It was fun to do that kind of thing again.

You had some extreme weather conditions back then in Tunisia when you shot that plan sequence

FORD: It wasn’t so much the weather at that point more so than when the plan ran over my knee and tore my ACL. It clipped my left knee and here we were in the middle of Tunisia and there wasn’t much medical option that I had so I just had to carry it with me through the rest of the film.

Didn’t you just wrap it in ice and keep going?

FORD: Yeah. We wrapped it up and got through it.

Why do you think the character of Indiana Jones has become so identifiable to audiences? To hav four movies portray the same character has to resonate on some level.

FORD: I thin there are many levels as to why people respond to that character. First of all, it is the stories that are unpredictable adventures. There are elements that are unique to the films of the combination of the realistic physical elements and the sort of sci-fi, psychic elements that are usually having to do with a religious object at times. It is also ab out good guys versus bad guys. I think the most attractive part of the films are their sense of joy and pleasure in their journey of film storytelling.

People also responded to your sense of humor. How involved were you in improvising those lighter moments? Did you decide that you would just pull the gun and shoot the guy in the big sword fight?

FORD: There was usually an ulterior motive. In the case of the swordsman, I was anticipating a three-day shoot of the worlds most elaborate sword verse whip fight. I was in no mood because I, along with 90% of the crew, had dysentery. My time spent outside of the trailer with my pants up was about ten minutes. I was ready to get out of there. We had already shot a whip fight in a bad guy confrontation where Marion had been kidnapped, so I felt the tempo and the phrasing of the moment that that fight was repetitive. After having been in the car with Steven for about 45 minutes riding to the set, I said to him after thinking about it for a long time, why don’t; we just shoot that son of a bitch. We both arrived at the same conclusion so we could get out of there and thought it would be a good character stroke.

How much do you trust your instincts on set? You do have noted directors and writers around you but how much doe your instinct guide you as to what the character would really do?

FORD: Oh yeah. I have always engaged filmmakers because my suggestions are not coming out of thin air. I have studied the script and my character and the situation at hand so I don’t mind making suggestions. Both George and Steven were very collaborative so it made my job more fun. I trust everyone else’s instincts but you are the one there on the floor, you just kind of know. It doesn’t come to an argument. You make your suggestions and you try them out. It might not go your way but at least you tried alternative options.

It does seem that Steven has this fascination of putting his actors in direct conflict with animals – from snakes to bugs to rats. Who knows what this latest film will feature but what do you recall about those altercations?

FORD: They love that kind of way to get an audience squirming in their seats. It certainly is one of the elements that is predictable in these stories. There will be yucky stuff. It doesn’t; bother me at all.

There were real snakes in that pit.

FORD: There were many snakes in that pit. I never had any fear of snakes to tell you the truth. That was just acting. They did have to put up Plexiglas divide for the cobra attack.

Indiana Jones is an archeologist and as far as I know, there have been very few of those in that profession who have graced the movie screen. How much did you know about that occupation and did it fascinate you once you became involved in the character?

FORD: What I was interested in was knowing what the state of the art of archeology was at that point, For the first film, we were in 1940 approximately, so I read the archeological annals of that year and a few things about the Ark of the Covenant,. I wanted to be familiar with a few things that we were talking a bout. I did some research into archeology and the teaching of it and what they were teaching at that time.

Is it a profession that might ever be interesting to you?

FORD: No. 

There are stories that the Ark still exists in Ethiopia and that someone actually guards it with orders to kill anyone who comes close/

FORD: All of the elements that we used physic effects that we used in these films are all based in legends and well established traditions and the fact that they are believed by so many people is one of the paranorfal things about them.

As we are now about to experience the fourth installment in the Indiana Jones journey, you have been one of the only on screen constants. Was it decided with the first sequel that the adventures would only feature a new girl and new adversaries?

FORD: Yes. I think it was one of the choices that we made to keep it fresh. I don’t know how much pre-planning there was for the second film. It did take three years for a script to appear so I don’t know how much of that had been pre-ordained. We were basically making it up as we went along. As far as the different women, each one of these women has a very big part on the film and they were each distinctly different than the other. We had the chance to explore Indiana in a different kind of relationship based on the nature of the woman and the special circumstances of the day.

Though you said the films were meant to be adventures and fun and fresh, there were those that felt the second movie, INDIANA JONES AND THE TEMPLE OF DOOM went a little too far in terms of its graphic nature, specifically the dinner sequence, and also might have been a little racist. Have critics over-analyzed the films too much and maybe they should be judged strictly for their entertainment sake?

FORD: I think the films of the genre that we were referring to are pretty unconscious of any stereotypes that they might embrace. There were some moments perhaps in the zeal of filmmaking hat there might be the interpretation that we were taking aspects of another’s culture and being judgmental. That was not the case. We were not making a serious accusation of another culture.

As an actor, you certainly got to experience a lot of other cultures during the making of all these films. Does one location stand out for you as just being so impressive?

FORD: I loved shooting in Sri Lanka. That was the most extraordinary place. Venice was pretty amazing as well to have the access to the streets and canals that we did in the third episode. I loved the culture of Sri Lanka. We were in small town outside of     . I had the opportunity to eat the local food and ride on an elephant and so the weird little stuff that one would normally never have the chance to do.

Does that include riding those mine cars in the second film? Was that difficult to stage?

FORD: It certainly cut quicker than it was to actually film it. There were some takes that got a little old but it is always interesting. I don’t know if I remember anything that interesting. I do recall all of the impressive sets they built, especially with the child mining slaves. It felt daunting for several reasons. I had hurt my back and was away for four weeks to get surgery and when I came back, all we had left to do were the action scenes on that set. They actually shot some scenes with my stunt guy Vic Armstrong and so I had to come in and do the shots where you could see my face.

The insurance guys must love you.

FORD: I have not had to use them since.

One of the fundamentals of these films that seems to resonate strongly is the fact that these films introduce elements that do have some grounding in actual history. How careful are you to make sure that there is some accuracy to it so they are just not pure fantasy storylines?

FORD: There has been a lot of research into these storylines. It is considerable and they do hold to the line of the myth that they were intended to. There is also what I call the ‘misto-crypto element’ where Indiana Jones has to make a leap of faith and has to come to some understanding about the particular element that we are using. He has to understand the myth that he is dealing with and then has to take some action against the object that he has come across.

For THE LAST CRUSADE, you mentioned before about the freshness. Even though it went back to the Nazi’s, the film introduced the whole family spin to his story.

FORD: That was something I was really working toward. I have always said that if we repeat the character, we need to understand the man and nothing is more telling than a man’s relationship to his father. I felt that introduction was essential to the story and to defining the character.

Spielberg has long had a fascination for James Bond and in that film; it stars a former Bond, a former Bond girl, a Bond ally and three former Bond villains. Was it great working with Sean?

FORD: I didn’t know all of that. Sean has a great mentality and intelligence and really understood the character. He did a lot of research and brought some great ideas. As an actor, he is wonderfully generous.

Now we have landed at the KINGDOM OF THE CRYSTAL SKULL. Did you ever believe that that after 19 years it would ever happen? I know so many scripts had been attempted.

FORD: I knew it would happen one day. I didn’t know how long it would take us. After about 5 or 6 years after the last one, we started talking about it. There were a couple of versions of the scripts that didn’t get it right but I knew we would eventually find the right idea and this one is really good. I actually saw three scripts and some of the ideas from the first one survived into the second one. Some were dropped and some were amplified. It was a process to come to the story we used but I was largely not involved. George and Steven worked together to get the script but all three had to agree on the final script We were all busy. We were not sitting at home waiting for the next INDIANA script.

As it has been so long, how do you see the character fitting into today’s cinematic world?

FORD: I think people have been watching the three films with their families these intervening 19 years. It has been released in different forms and has enjoyed success. I do think there was an opportunity to bring a fresh look to this character and to bring people who have no been exposed to him before. There is a huge audience out there for this film. I read in a survey that it is the most anticipated film release of the year. I feel like a guy who robbed a bank, got away from the cops but hasn’t had the chance to see how much he got away with. I know this film will be successful and I do anticipate that no one who leaves the theater will feel they wasted their money.

It features a terrific female antagonist in Cate Blanchett.

FORD: She is terrific. She brought a lot to her character and to the film overall.


What can you say about her role in the movie?

FORD: Not much. As an actor, it was a pleasure working with her. She does play an incredibly strong villain and as an actress, I think she relished the chance to sink her teeth into this. I had a great time working with her.

Was it nice to work with Karen Allen again?

FORD: Karen was there at the beginning and the story of our relationship weaves back into this one in a really wonderful way. I don’t want to give it away and it was great to have her back.

What about not having Sean back?

FORD: We don’t need Sean. I am old enough to play my own father (laugh). Of course I was disappointed. I would have loved to have had him back but I think he prefers golf to acting now. He has a great passion for Scotland and he uses his time and energy for that.

Did you take Shia under your wing?

FORD: Take him under my wing? He doesn’t need to be fledged. He is a full grown eagle. He has been acting since he was seven and he knows about as much as I do. He doesn’t need my protection.

You said before how each film brought something fresh. What freshness was brought out in this one?

FORD: There were elements of the plot that I will not reveal that you will see illuminate the character and those are things I would refer to as fresh.

You are also 19 years older. Will we see that factor dealt with? Is it played humorously?

FORD: He is in as good as shape as I am. We acknowledge the twenty-year passage of time and we find the character in a different historical context for that period of time. Whilst acknowledging the difference in age, it doesn’t really play a factor.

What has Indiana been doing these past twenty years?

FORD: He has been watching his own movies. We don’t know that story and you are fre to invent your own. You will find him back teaching school and engaged in archeological research as he was last time. But times have changed and we are in a different period of history so the problems he confronts are the problems of that period in history.

Many actors talk about the dangers of doing sequels and yet with STAR WARS and INDIANA JONES, you have done two major film series.

FORD: Show business has been very, very good to me (laugh).

You once said how movie acting is not brain surgery; it is a skill and craft. So for you, what skill and craft has Indiana Jones tapped into for you?

FORD: It is always the same skill. It is storytelling. It has to make the relationships seem real and spontaneous as possible, Don’t fall over the words and get the story told. There is nothing terribly different from one job to the same. I will create a character that the audience will hopefully have an emotional relationship with and bring them into the story. I like having the opportunity to play this character that has this kind of variety. We bring his experience and potential with him and we see his relationships, his family and different sides of his nature. It is a great pleasure to go to work when I play Indiana.

Will there be things that audiences will see in this new film that they haven’t seen before?

FORD: Yes there will be but I will not tell you what they are.

You do have the fedora and the jacket. Are they the originals from the other films?

FORD: I am not sure. They might be. I do know the jacket and pants still fit. I do know they had to make the required number of copies of each for the various scenes. I remember when the new costume designer came over to my house with the jacket and hat from the archives. Even at home, I felt the character. The shoes were a bit worn in but the character just came back to me immediately. 

Samuel Jackson surpassed you with his STAR WARS films as the actor with the greatest worldwide box-office total. This new INDIANA JONES film could put you back on top. Samuel actually asked Lucas to put him in a small role just so he could keep the lead. Do you feel the pressure?

FORD: Really? Samuel wanted to tap into that but I am not worried about it.

