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How did Peter Sarsgaard learn to p|.|\ the
role of a Marine sharpshooter? The way he learns every role: by deftly inhabiting
the mind-set of the unfamiliar.

By Lynn Hirschberg
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for a moment. Then he said: “I've had success, but nothing really changed.
I still don’t want the house in Malibu. It’s important to not have too biga
lifestyle because it compromises your decisions.”

A FEW weeks ago, Sarsgaard, just back from the Toronto International
Film Festival, where he was promoting “Flightplan,” a big-budget thriller
in which he stars with Jodie Foster, invited me for a ride around Manhat-
tan, just for the pleasure of driving. “They kept asking me about why I've
deserted independent film in Toronto,” Sarsgaard said as he got behind the
wheel of his green 1992 Saab convertible. But the truth, he explained to
me, was that “I just wanted to do something completely different.” He
pushed a Jimi Hendrix CD into the stereo and drove out of a parking ga-
rage, heading uptown. “All I can say is that the parts in Jarhead’ and
‘Flightplan’ interested me,” he added, “and it is nice to make films that my
family in Mississippi, Tennessee and Arkansas can actually see.”

While he doesn’t have a definite career strategy, Sarsgaard says he would
like to expand his range of films to connect with a broader audience. “But I
actually don’t know if my relatives will see ‘Jarhead,’” he said. “They will
immediately think it's a lefty movie because it doesn’t have Mel Gibson in
it. Jarhead' is supportive of the experience of being a marine, but still,
there’s no way to show war as a good thing. I hope my relatives will see
that.” Sarsgaard fell silent. “Jimi Hendrix was pro-soldier,” he said, finally.
“He served, you know.”

Sarsgaard has not worked in seven months and said he wasn’t sure what
he will do next. “Every part has its challenges, and I don’t want to repeat
myself,” he said. He often speaks about the characters he has played as if
they are people he knows — distant friends from another time. “Like the
guy in ‘Boys Don’t Cry,” he said. “He’s the guy that drives 100 miles an
hour but everyone lets him drive anyway. I've been in that car with that
guy.” Or Charles Lane, the New Republic editor whom Sarsgaard played
in “Shattered Glass,” who helped uncover the fabrications of the journalist
Stephen Glass: “Charles Lane felt a little bad about himself, a little ig-
nored, and he was jealous, but knew in his heart that he was better than
Stephen Glass,” who was played by Hayden Christensen. “I think there
was a parallel in my relationship with Hayden: everybody knew who he
was, and nobody knew who I was.”

Sarsgaard has this ability to pull back and study the landscape from a
distance. Unlike most actors who are eager to be leading men, he seems
more interested in finding something intimidating. “I am dying to do a
straight-out comedy,” he said as we sat in crosstown traffic. “But the very
good comedies go to people who have proven that they can do very good
comedies. I don’t want to do a second-tier comedy just to prove that I can
do a comedy. To try to make a comedic scene work that is not working is
brutal. Sometimes I'll see Vince Vaughn in a movie where I've read the
script and I don’t know how he’s done it. They sent me ‘Mr. and Mrs.
Smith,” and the part he eventually played in that film was zero on the page
and when I saw the movie, he was my favorite thing in the film.”

In all likelihood, Sarsgaard’s next project, an independent film that
does not yet have financing, will be with Craig Lucas, the director of
“The Dying Gaul.” Sarsgaard and Maggie Gyllenhaal will star as actors
who fall in love while rehearsing a play. Sarsgaard’s character is foreign.
“I am going to Croatia in December to work on the part,” he said. “I'm
hoping to perfect my Bosnian accent.” In “The Dying Gaul,” Sarsgaard
said, he felt like he was playing a character based on Lucas, the director,
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Civvies Sarsgaard’s hidden-in-plain-sight look, New York, October. The off-screen
anonymity he treasures may be threatened after “Jarhead.”

whom Sarsgaard describes as “elitist in a fun way.” Because Sarsgaard’s
character, a screenwriter, is also “elitist,” when he sells his soul by com-
promising his artistic vision, “the conflict seems bigger,” Sarsgaard said.
“Anyone can sell their soul,” he continued. “Even people with integrity.
There’s always that temptation to guard against. Which is why it’s best
to keep as much as possible hidden.”

You could get a sense that, in some part, Sarsgaard is protecting him-
self from the career momentum he has gained from the box-office suc-
cess of “Flightplan,” which has grossed more than $80 million to date,
and the high profile prestige of “Jarhead” — movies that may threaten
his relative anonymity, which he treasures.

He parked his car near 57th Street and Avenue of the Americas. “I try
to live in a bubble,” he said. “I try to concentrate on the actual work.
And I think I could do any part if I was calm enough.” He stared out the
window as shoppers on the sidewalk hurried by. “You don’t want every-
one to know that you're terrified. It’s always been scary for me. Some
people are natural performers. Not me. I used to have certain rituals
that got me through. I would have to drink chamomile tea. I tapped for
a while, knocking a certain number of times before I could play a scene.
I had pet doves that I brought to the set. On ‘Boys Don’t Cry,’ I would
swear loudly before each take.” He laughed. “Now I'm more confident,
and I'm looking for that feeling of insecurity. A part has to be impor-
tant enough to be worried again. When I care, I get nervous. And I like
being nervous.” m
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