Clooney, Krasinski and Zellweger on 'Leatherheads'
Clooney departs from issue films to create a throwback celebration of 'front foot' acting and banter-heavy dialogue.

By Cortney Rock

In support of his latest endeavor, George Clooney recently held court in the Burton Room of the Four Seasons Hotel, Beverly Hills, and engaged in some repartee with the press. At his table, journalists flocked to set down their tape recorders and joke with faux intimacy â�� the kind developed with an oft-visited subject like Mr. Clooney, who has now been acting since the mid-'80s â�� and it is evident that the actor recognizes some of the faces in the crowd. An old press crony of his inquires about the content of Mr. Clooney's cup. The actor replies gamely, "If I spend time with you, there's alcohol in there." The gathered crowd breaks out in a collective cackle. They are obviously charmed.

"I'll tell you, man gets hit in the crotch with a football â�� always funny," offers another reporter gleefully.

"Always funny! Never not funny!" Mr. Clooney chimes, with only a small trace of irony peeking through to acknowledge the backhanded review.

The aforementioned crotch violation can be found in Clooney's upcoming April 4 release, Leatherheads, a screwball romantic comedy about the dawn of professional football. It's set in the 1920s, a period when the sport was transitioning from a maligned and largely ignored trade into the precious and very giant American institution that we now know. Clooney stars as aging pro-league vet Jimmy "Dodge" Connelly, the Duluth Bulldogs' owner and star player. When the team loses their sponsorship, Connelly hatches a scheme to bring a popular college player â�� not to mention WWI hero â�� played by John Krasinski, onto their team. Cub reporter Lexi Littleton (RenÃ©e Zellweger), is sent to cover the team's new player and to sniff out any holes in the war hero story.

The film is a departure from what some have come to expect from Mr. Clooney, who is known for his (on- and off-screen) interest in political justice and social activism. For starters, Leatherheads is a lighthearted period piece that adopts cinematic conventions from the '30s and '40s. He chose to paint all aspects of the film â�� casting, dialogue, film technique, acting and location â�� in the colors of that era. Says Clooney, "I stole from..." Then he clarifies to much laughter, "I homaged the shit out of Howard Hawks, Preston Sturges, and early George Stevens. There's a film called The More the Merrier that we were trying to rip off, err... homage off." His other inspirations include classic, inventive comedies like His Girl Friday, Bringing Up Baby, Unfaithfully Yours, and Hail the Conquering Hero.

In addition to referencing the past, the film also has its own history. The script was written by two Sports Illustrated writers, Duncan Brantley and Rick Reilly, in the late '80s. After much shuffling, it fell into the hands of director Steven Soderberg in the early '90s, with Clooney becoming attached shortly after the two finished filming Out of Sight. By the time Clooney got around to revisiting the script â�� after decompressing from his films Good Night, and Good Luck and Syriana â�� Soderberg had withdrawn from the project on good terms. With close to a decade having passed since the project was conceived, Clooney decided that the script needed revisions.

"The thing I came up with was horrible, really. The whole John Kerry/swift boat thing is where I came up with the idea. That he's holding a secret. Not that I thought that John Kerry wasn't [a war hero], it's just that I thought, 'Well what if he really wasn't a war hero?' And if there was an innocent way to do it [in Leatherheads] where we didn't make him a bad guy."

Clooney insists that his motivations were apolitical, in spite of a storyline that pits a reporter against a somewhat suspect "war hero." He explains, "I've already done a film about that [Good Night, and Good Luck]. I was trying to go for something different. I wanted to give John Krasinski's character a secret. In the original draft of the film, John's character and Lexi were boyfriend and girlfriend in college and they came out together. So she wasn't active. She had nothing to do and there was nothing to get, and I was now too old to be stealing the college girl. Unfortunately, that's happened. Really, it was more about going, 'Ok, let's give her something to do.' There weren't women sportswriters in 1925. They're fighting to do it now. So we felt like that was a great ballsy thing to be â�� but it wasn't a comment on the press."

It turns out that Clooney â�� who is known for working to increase the visibility of the crisis in Darfur and who was recently appointed a U. N. envoy â�� had an explicit desire to turn a new corner with this film. "Right after Good Night, and Good Luck was Syriana. After that year, everything that was coming to me was 'issues' films. They were happy to let me direct, but it was going to be the Richard Clarke book or the Valerie Plame story or whatever. It was going to be something political and I had a great fear of being the 'issues' director because the issues change. I have a much bigger interest in being a director. So I thought, well I want to do something that is completely away from this, and I liked screwing with genres. This was a world I knew a little bit about, and a kind of style of film."

Leatherheads is Clooney's third film as a director, following Confessions of a Dangerous Mind and Good Night, and Good Luck. What sets this one apart is Clooney's decision to take the starring role. He jokes, "I plan on increasing my presence and the next one is going to be a one-man show. The three films I've directed â�� the other two, I had parts in them, but I wasn't the lead. It's tricky because there is an enormous amount of narcissism that comes into play. You're breaking the trust between two actors, particularly when you're in the lead role. If you and I were doing a scene together, and we're talking, I'm not supposed to be judging you as an actor. Now, a lot of actors do, and they'll tell you what to do, but, in general, you're not supposed to break that trust â�� the director is. So if we're doing a scene and we finish and I go, 'OK, cut... Try it like this,' it's really sort of awkward. You have to go to each of the actors before you start and say, 'listen, this is going to be awkward," and just get it out in the open. It's embarrassing when you're doing it. You're sitting across from RenÃ©e and she's doing a tremendous job in the scene and you can feel the camera is in too close, too soon and you go, 'Ok, cut. You're in too soon and... Okay, let's try it again.'"

The arduous process of getting the script into production obscured some of the other challenges the role of Dodge Connelly would present. Clooney explains, "I was stuck in this world. I was going to direct it and I was going to play the lead. What I hadn't really paid attention to was that it was also playing football and it hurt. The first day I got hit by some 21-year-old who knocked me on my ass, and I thought, Okay, I'm in trouble, because I have 4 more months of this. But I would never by design [direct] a film that I would take the lead in ever again. It was really sort of one of those things where all of it came together very quickly. It was a dumb move in some ways because it was a little bit too much."

John Krasinski â�� who arrived at the press conference fresh from shooting the first post-strike episode of The Office â�� has recently finished directing his first feature, David Foster Wallace's Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, which he is in the process of editing. When asked if the 28-year-old took any directing notes from Clooney, he defers, "Oh, he's by far a better director," but adds, "My directing was more of a liaison between actors, trying to get them to realize what we were doing with the book because the entire movie relies on these monologue interviews." Referring to Clooney's work balancing roles as director and actor, Krasinski says, "In both arenas he is incredibly focused. He's just so good at what he does. He's very well composed and he's very confident. One of the biggest differences â�� which he would hate but I would love â�� is when he had to do a football scene where he got hit really hard, and then he runs back to the screen to look at it and while he's looking, he's praying that he looks good so that he doesn't have to do it again. But he did. He had to go back into the throngs of it just like all of us."

The old school style of acting, however, did provide a unique challenge for Krasinski as well as the other cast members. "George refers to it as being on your front foot when you are acting rather than on your back foot. The Office is very reactionary. It's living through the present moment, whereas this type of acting style is being ready for the words. You almost respond before the other person says their line."

George offers his own take. "The tendency since probably Montgomery Clift came on the scene is that you internalize. It's great and it's made some of the most amazing work ever. But for this film, things were different. He explains, "You're almost answering just as if you couldn't have heard that question, you know? It has to be that quick. The difference is, you can't do it exactly like Rosalind Russell â�� she was brilliant â�� but if you took that performance and put it into a modern film, even if it was supposed to be an older film, it would just feel like an impersonation. So with John and RenÃ©e, they are actors who don't feel contemporary, which is important. A lot of actors just feel like it's 2008, no matter what. We had the same problem with Good Night, and Good Luck. You had to have actors that that were good and very crisp and clean. And both of them are crisp and clean actors."

RenÃ©e Zellweger, for her part, remained effusively supportive of her old friend. "[His was] a really tough job to have because you have to be in polar opposite places simultaneously in order to achieve what you are trying to do. You have to be cognizant of what's happening as the director and [as an actor] you have to disappear and not pay attention. He's focused, he's prepared, and he knows what he's trying to achieve. He's not indulgent. You know, I don't know that I'd be able to separate one from the other."

Zellweger is frequently chosen as a period actor, but she says she never gave much thought to whether or not her looks were modern. "I didn't think about what I looked like growing up, at all, ever. I was taught to much later in life. I don't look like a movie star â�� I don't have those assets, so to speak. But it didn't bother me too much as I didn't think that it was going to help me with what I was looking to do."

But she does admit to truly enjoying acting in period pieces. "I love it. I've found that, the further removed the character's reality is from my own, the easier it is to disappear into that alternate reality. I just feel much more comfortable in a corset or mid-20s dresses than just being the girl who looks like me and who might wear the same clothes. I don't really feel safe playing the girl who looks like me; there's not enough to hide behind."

Up next for RenÃ©e is another period piece called My One and Only, directed by Richard Loncraine. George Clooney will be acting alongside recent costars Brad Pitt and Tilda Swinton in a Coen brothers film, Burn After Reading, and John Krasinski is set to star alongside Maya Rudolph in an as-yet-untitled Sam Mendes project written by novelist Dave Eggers.

