
is z B1 

WEDNESDAY, MAY 18, 1994 

4111111MINEW 
Michael BrosHow 

John Malkovich during a reading for the Steppenwolf Theater Compa-
ny's dramatization of Don DeLillo's novel "Libra." 

As a Stage Director, 
John Malkovich 
Is True to His Image 



By MEL GUSSOW 

Special to The New York Times 

CHICAGO — As an actor, John 
Malkovich repeatedly transforms 
himself. In his words, he can "go into 
other people's skins." These people 
happen to include some of the strang-
est, most obsessive characters in 
movies and theater: the volcanic 
Pale in Lanford Wilson's play "Burn 
This" and, last summer, the killer in 
Clint Eastwood's film "In the Line of 
Fire." In his next movie, Stephen 
Frears's "Mary Reilly," to be filmed 
this summer In England, he will face 
the doubly daunting task of playing 
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (opposite 
Julia Roberts in the title role as the 
housemaid). 

Preserving the prevailing Malko-
vich image, his current theatrical 
work — as director and, for the first 
time, as adapter — is a dramatization 
of "Libra," Don DeLillo's award-win-
ning novel about Lee Harvey Oswald 
and the assassination of President 
John F. Kennedy. The production is at the Steppenwoif Theater Company, 
the theater that originally nurtured 
the talents of Mr. Malkovich and his 
friends. 

"Libra" has fascinated Mr. Malko- 

vich since he read it, before it was 
published in 1988. "It addressed in a 
very striking way how it was that the 
system doesn't work," he said, "how 
we churn out people like Oswald." As 
for the assassination: "It's the story 
that won't go away. DeLillo refers to 
it in the novel as the seven seconds 
that broke the back of the American 
century. That's not hyperbole. To me 
it was the beginning of nihilism — a 
huge psychic disturbance." 

Through the years, Mr. Malkovich 
has acquired a reputation for playing 
outsiders on the edge of violence. 
From his point of view, that "says 
more about my capabilities, or about 
how I'm perceived, than about my 
interests." 

"It has more to do with people 
feeling that I could go either way," 
the thought that in real life he could 
become like his demonic characters. 

Clearly there is something about 
those characters, and about Oswald, 
that strikes a reflexive chord. He 
attributes it partly to the fact that he 
is nonjudgmental about roles and 
"quite ready to understand how 
someone in a totally different position 
sees the world." And of course he has 
to make his choices from what is 
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