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RMAND ASSANTE IS NOT WHO YOU THINK HE IS

Ie's nat, for instance, Furopean, which is what lats of
peaple have thaught ever since they saw hin as che
dashing Prenthman Goldie [Hawn fell for in Privaee
Hewgamin bacl in 1980, Nor is he French American
like che testosterane-fueled bayou dweller he played in
Helizaive the f’.la_’l;l.?ilb' bacle in 1986, For thar macter, hes
not Coban, lile the singer he played in 19925 The
Mamdba Kings, or Larino, period, like the gangster he
played in CetA, Or perhaps you just took note of
Armand Assinte's existence recently when he played
mohster John Gorti in HIOS Goefand you fgure he'’s
ltalian ar firsc-generation lealian American straight out
of Litdle lvaly, Well, the truch is thar, despite his exotic
name, Assante was born and raised right in New York
City, the son of an Lrish mother and an lalian fader.
“1 had a loving family,” he says, sipping a double
cappuccino in a mideown hotel, “and in thae | was very
lucky, because it saved me from some of the templa
tions,” As I ke note of the lace thae I weal lile Assance
speaks with no accent at all, he ells me a story. "1 was
walking dowen 72nd Steet a few vears ago and this guy
diove up and said, “ou recognize this lace? [ looked at
|'|IIT1 'c'll'lLi EWEL ll'll.lLlFJJl l qujlllt SEE1 Jllll]l Il[] EIJJ[J.UD[ '10
years, | recognized che eyes, This was the ldd | used wo
run the steeets with, We wmlked for awhile, and he wld
me hed just potten off 28 vears of hetoin. Hed never
left che block. [ always wonder about thoss [agile lines
of demarcadon, If [ hadnt known 1 was loved and cher-
ished, whar mighe have happened e me? As you ger
older vou sce thar where we're born, where we live and
whe we'ne with has a grear deal o do with who we
become, Ir's thar simple.” Assante knocks owice on the
table, then shrups with a look thar says hels nor acrually
all thar superstitous, bur why not cover all the bases?
Mo that I see just how American Assante is—
neighborhoed-kid-makes-good tale incuded—irs snll

hard to imagine how TNT came up with the idea ro

ontstanding lifestele, which I enjow, but the rruch of
the matter is | also have a big family and a hig seaff,
and everyone’s depending on me. S0 sometimes you
make films chac are ., ™ Here he reails off, perhaps
||;u;||.r'|ng tar a micer word than “shit.”

O, which of your films do maest peaple like
o talk o you abour?”

Well, peaple liled e Adamba Kings, ac leasc
the ones who saw i, | was upset we didnt get o
film the whele book, There was so moch missing,”

"Oh, come on, If t|1|:'l1-"|‘| filmed the whole
baole, wed still be sicting in the thearer”

“When | did e Odpssey for relevision, | got
calls and letters from teachers saying theyd shown it
tor their classes and the kids finally understond the
story.” Assante looles durilled wich himself,

“Wouldn't you think the boole, which has sur-
vived whar, dhousands Ol-)-'tarﬁ?‘ could hold i
own? Mow they just watch the miniseries?”

“Hew, lighten up,” he laughs, And indeed,
Assante has the last laugh, Despite all the clunkers,
he's worled steadily for 30 years and is in a position
o own g 225ucre farm in upstace New Yorle from
\\'lliLll l]t"; J.'Jr_llJ 12 LD LIE'P‘[[L (L8} LlU ] IL"l”:r"l.\'w
schunsozing, “1'm not willing o sacrifice my life for
iy work,” he says, “This vear, 1 arned dowm a lot”

As Ui about wo aslo which pacts he passed on,
Asante shalees his head. Mo way am | going 1o cell
vou. Ler me just say thae I'm abways dhrilled o be sent
scriprs, bue | chink the movic culmure 15 pandering w
an adolescenr sensibility char is not to my liking,”

Whar, then, is to his liking? Turns our Assante
is into heady romantic fare abour self~-made men
like himself—men not always underscood in cheir
wwn dmes, buc evenoally Tauded for dhacir vision.
For the past decade, he's been ferreting our che
derails of the lives of three artss hed love w do
movics aboue—rthe Polish composer Chopin. the
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cast him as 2 Confederare officer in The Hindew He
happcns w be first-race as the brooding Southern man
with inner demons who rakes on the challenge of oper-
aring an carly model submanine, bur 1 can't help com-
mencing, "Irs really edd casting. .. " Assanre arches his
eyebrows and launches into a lengthy stary abour his
research for che part. “T drove throuph che South and
wenn o every Civil War bacdefield,” he rells me. "1 wenr
to cvery muscum and 1 mee guys who are sull lving the
Civil War, And by the ome [ goc o che sor [ knew who
this man was." Determined to halr this main of thoughr,
I bring our a long list of Assanecs film credics and pur e
on the mble. He cringes. T thoughr mayhe we could
discuss some of your films," T say:

“There arc films e made thar T would never
warch,” he proans.

“Which onesi™ 1 ask hrighdy, chinking it weuld be
hard te chonse among offfees like The Aarrping M,
Jage f_JH.'r}'.r.'ﬁ'.t r_::llr.u"kr.'-u':".p’, J')'.-’.-'r;il Ttienet wud _ﬁ;dk:-’i Freef

“Iwould never m}l," Assante tells me, “Bue in ny

own defense, | will say thar I need o wark, 1 have an

French painter Gauguin, and the American wrirer
Edpar Allan Toc.

“Poc dicd ar the age of 40." [ poinc our. “You're
alrcady 10 years older chan that.”

Assante swars my hand. T want 1o produce
these Alms, not necessarily scar in them, Bur I'm
not sure if they'll ever find financing, Thars why 1
have to keep making some of these ocher films.”

“So," 1 say, as we per up and walk our of the
restaurant to the sidewalk, “you're going back w
vour farm now to rercad e Bavers”

Assante smiles. “Wor a day pocs by when 1 dont
get down on my knoes and rejoice thar [ got o
have the kind of life T do.”

Then, as if o underscore his poinr, a crowd of
Mew Yorkers come up and surround him, shaking
his hand and ralking abeur his movics, “We'e so
preousd of you,” one of them says, and a lumincus
smile spreads across Assanres face,

Martha Frankel interviewed Helena Bonham Corter
for the Dec./Jan. fzsue of Movieline.
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