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On a bathwater-warm night in 
Portland, Oregon, several hundred 
people waited outside Cinema 21 to 
see a six-year-old fi lm that was widely 

available on DVD. Nearly everyone 
here had seen the fi lm at least once, 
and some had seen it twenty times. It 
was around 10 p.m.; showtime was not 
for another hour. I walked up and 
down the line, gravitating toward 
anyone who seemed particularly dis-
placed or puzzled. One young woman 
was staring fixedly into space, her 

grinning boyfriend beside her. When 
I asked what had brought her out, she 
thumbed toward the boyfriend. “It’s so 
poorly made,” he said, exultantly. 

A large, shaggy kid in a black 
leather jacket walked by with a 
handheld camera—an aspiring jour-
nalist, it turned out. He wanted to 
document the Portland premiere; he 
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hoped that, as soon as tomorrow 
night, his movie would be up on You-
Tube, where it would join many oth-
er, similarly homegrown opening-
night chronicles. “This is amazing!” 
the aspiring journalist said, as people 
recounted for him their favorite lines 
from the film: “Leave your stupid 
comments in your pocket!” “I feel 
like I’m sitting on an atomic bomb 
waiting for it to go off!” “You are 
tearing me apart, Lisa!”

A man wearing a tuxedo-print T-
shirt and in the obvious employ of 
the theater began to work the line, 
dispensing rubber-banded bouquets 
of plastic spoons. Soon, all along the 
line, the spoons were clicking like 
castanets in the hands of the impa-
tient crowd. By 11:15 I was in my 
seat. The fi lm itself, meanwhile, was 
in no danger of starting. After a 
while, the young man in the tuxedo-
print T-shirt bounded to the front of 
the theater and climbed onto the 
stage. He introduced himself as Ian 
and urged us to keep in mind while 
watching the fi lm that its director, 
one Tommy Wiseau, had submitted it 
for consideration to the Academy 
Awards in 2003. Ian reminded us 
about the spoons he had handed out 
and specifi ed when we were supposed 
to throw them at the screen. “Don’t 
blow your wad on spoons all at once,” 
he said. Finally, he warned those who 
had not yet seen tonight’s fi lm that 
the first twenty minutes “are kind
of . . . unusual. This movie doesn’t 
work in the way other movies work.”

With a carnival-barker flourish, 
Ian raised his hands as the curtains 
behind him parted. The wiseau 
films logo appeared on-screen to a 
volley of spoons. The opening bars of 
the fi lm’s tasteful, insipid piano-and-
bassoon sound track resulted in the 
fi rst of several standing ovations. Fol-
lowing that, potted shots of San 
Francisco’s greatest hits appeared—
Golden Gate, Alcatraz, the Bay, a 
trolley car—all fi lmed at defi antly di-
verse times of day. The equally un-
recognizable names of the cast and 
crew cycled by to various levels of 
applause. The last name to appear 
was that of Tommy Wiseau. The fi rst 
character to appear was played by 
Tommy Wiseau. His fi rst line in the 
fi lm (“Hi, babe!”) is a tiny miracle of 

inorganic delivery, but no one that 
night could hear it: half of the 
  audience  wa s  s t i l l 
  chanting his name.

When The Room was released 
in 2003, it was marketed as a drama 
with the searing intensity of “Ten-
nesee [sic] Williams.” Independently 
produced movies that lack the gar-
lands of film-festival approval are 
rarely marketed at all, but The Room 
came backed by an actual campaign: 
television and print ads, a making-
of companion book, and a gaudy 
Los Angeles premiere to which
Wiseau—the fi lm’s director, writer, 
star, producer, executive producer, 
and distributor—pulled up in a 
rented limousine. At some of The 
Room’s fi rst screenings, half of the 
audience walked out after twenty 
minutes; the other half were para-
lyzed by laughter. Its two-week take 
cashed out at a reported $1,900. At 
that rate, in order to recoup Wi-
seau’s $6 million investment in the 
fi lm, The Room would have had to 
play for another twelve decades.

Among The Room’s costlier mar-
keting ploys was a billboard, on 
which, looming over L.A.’s High-
land Avenue, could be seen a one-
story-tall reproduction of Wiseau’s 
strikingly asymmetrical face, which 
resembled nothing so much as the 
mug shot of a man arrested for so-
licitation after a sixty-hour meth 
bender. Despite The Room’s disas-
trous fi rst run, Wiseau paid to keep 
the billboard up for one year, then 
two, then three, four, fi ve. By the 
time it was taken down in 2008, 
the billboard had turned into one 
of those odd, Brown Derby–ish 
landmarks in which Los Angeles 
specializes. (Wiseau, who is known 
to bat away all questions regarding 
his personal life, has never revealed 
how much the billboard set him 
back, but he has said, “Let’s put it 
this way: it cost a lot of money. You 
can buy a brand new car. Maybe 
two.” The average monthly rate for 
Hollywood–area billboard rental is 
around $5,000.) 

Thanks to the billboard and Wi-
seau’s efforts to persuade one Los 
Angeles theater to offer monthly 
viewings of The Room, word of the 

fi lm and its mysterio creator slowly 
got around. By 2006, The Room was 
a cult hit in Los Angeles. Today 
the film is playing as a midnight 
movie in two dozen cities around 
the country; it recently opened in 
Toronto and London, and screen-
ings are being planned in Scotland 
and New Zealand.

Wiseau, meanwhile, has been 
forced into a peculiar marketing po-
sition. The serious drama heralded 
by The Room’s original campaign was 
now being called by its director a 
“quirky new black comedy.” The 
marketing copy branded on the fi lm’s  
DVD case typifi es this doublethink: 
“Can You Really Trust Anyone?” the 
fi rst, sober tagline reads. Just below 
it: “It’s a Riot!”

A disinterested plot summary of 
The Room might go as follows: A 
kindhearted San Francisco banker 
named Johnny is caught in a love 
triangle with his fi ancée, Lisa, and 
his best friend, Mark. Among those 
pulled into the orbit of the affair are 
Denny, Johnny’s quasi-adopted ward; 
Claudette, Lisa’s stingily calculating 
mother; and Peter, Johnny’s psychol-
ogist friend. Although The Room 
opens with Johnny arriving home to 
a tableau of seeming domestic bliss, 
we soon learn that, because Johnny 
is so “boring,” Lisa no longer loves 
him. Shortly thereafter, Lisa seduces 
Mark, who at fi rst cavils (“Johnny is 
my best friend”) but quickly caves. 
The remainder of the story is a 
somewhat inert game of cat and 
mouse: Lisa gets Johnny drunk on a 
peculiar mixture of what appears to 
be vodka and whisky (which Room 
fans have christened the “Scotch-
ka”) in order to accuse him of hit-
ting her; Johnny overhears Lisa ad-
mit she is having an affair, after 
which he begins taping her phone 
calls; Lisa throws a disastrous sur-
prise birthday party for Johnny in 
which her sundry deceptions are ex-
posed, after which Johnny busts up 
their condo, somehow fi nds a gun, 
and exacts his revenge. 

“So bad it’s good” is the prevailing 
wisdom on why The Room has be-
come such a phenomenon. In this 
view, the fi lm stands ineptly beside 
other modern paragons—Showgirls, 
Road House—of the midnight movie. 
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The first time you see The Room, 
there seems little in this position to 
quarrel with. Wiseau’s osmium-dense, 
east-of-the-Carpathians accent, for 
example, which falls somewhere be-
tween early Schwarzenegger and 
Vlad Dracul, makes for an incompre-
hensible leading man. And the dia-
logue is itself interplanetarily bizarre. 
At one point, Lisa proclaims to 
Mark, “I’m gonna do what I wanna 
do, and that’s it.” Pause. “What do 
you think I should do?” At another 
point, Johnny walks out onto his 
apartment building’s rooftop in a 
state of savage agitation, having just 
learned that Lisa has accused him of 
hitting her. “It’s not true!” he says to 
himself, throwing aside his water 
bottle. “I did not hit her! It’s bullshit! 
I did not hit her! I did not!” He then 
notices Mark sitting offscreen. “Oh, 
hi, Mark,” Johnny says pleasantly, 
taking a seat beside him. “What’s 
new with you?” Mark proceeds to tell 
Johnny a horrible story about a wom-
an who was beaten and hospitalized 
by her cuckolded boyfriend. In re-
sponse, Johnny laughs with ghoulish 
warmth. Later, when Mark presses 
Johnny for some business informa-
tion, Johnny chastises him, saying 
that such information is confi dential, 
and, without missing a beat, asks, 
“Anyway, how is your sex life?”

This is not a frivolous question: 
The Room’s characters enjoy hearty 
coital appetites. The fi lm’s quartet of 
sex scenes take up almost 10 percent 
of the total running time. The fi rst 
and longest such scene, between 
Johnny and Lisa, unforgettably occurs 
fi ve minutes into the fi lm. Much of it 
is shot through diaphanous white bed 
curtains and what appears to be a 
hotel-lobby water sculpture. Whereas 
the rose petals Johnny picks and dec-
oratively drops onto Lisa’s breasts and 
the adult-contemporary R&B sound 
track both come straight from the 
école du Cinemax, the vision of John-
ny’s strangely mispositioned alabaster 
behind pistoning up and down over 
what appears to be Lisa’s navel has no 
cinematic precedent.

Technically speaking, The Room 
is a diffi cult fi lm to extol. Wiseau 
takes pride in the fact that it was 
filmed simultaneously with two 
cameras, one a standard 35-mm 

and the other hi-def. One result of 
this is that the fi lm’s visual style is, 
to put it in the kindest possible 
terms, internally competitive. Some 
scenes are as gauzy as an acid trip 
and some glisten with HD sharp-
ness. Still other scenes, as though 
splitting the difference, are out of 
focus. Wiseau’s most mystifying de-
cision was to fi lm The Room’s sever-
al rooftop vignettes against a pan-
oramic green screen, on which a 
shimmering digital vista of the San 
Francisco skyline was later badly 
composited. Wiseau’s insistence1 on 
fi lming The Room with two cameras 
is a triple-play rarity in modern 
fi lmmaking: at once fi nancially im-
provident, visually unsatisfying, 
and defi nitively unnecessary.

The Room’s narrative strategies, 
meanwhile, amount to one kami-
kaze after another. In one scene, 
Lisa’s mother, Claudette, offhand-
edly mentions that she has just re-
ceived some upsetting medical-test 
results. “I definitely have breast 
cancer,” she tells her daughter, with 
an annoyed little shudder. The dra-
matic impact of Claudette’s cancer 
revelation, which is never men-
tioned again, is nicely captured by 
the scene’s DVD chapter title: 
“Claudette and Lisa/Cancer.” Late 
in the film, during Johnny’s sur-
prise party, Lisa is confronted by an 
agonized, furious man who has just 
caught her canoodling with Mark. 
This man expresses disgust at Lisa’s 
behavior and says he fears that 
what she is doing will destroy John-
ny and much else. We have never 
met this man. We have no idea 
who he is, why he is worried, how 
he knows Johnny or Lisa, or what 
he is doing at the party. 

The centerpiece of The Room is a 
scene involving a character with the 
typographically striking name of 
Chris-R. A goateed thug and drug 
dealer, Chris-R fi nds Johnny’s ward, 
Denny, dribbling a basketball on the 
green-screen-corseted rooftop. After 
a brief argument, Chris-R pulls a 

1 In a victory-lap interview fi lmed for The 
Room’s DVD release, Wiseau offers a dis-
armingly frank explanation for the two-
camera approach: “Because at the time I 
did not have suffi cient information, and I 
was confused about these two formats.”

large silver handgun on Denny and 
holds it to his head. Johnny and 
Mark appear, intervene, and hustle 
Chris-R off camera. With that, Clau-
dette and Lisa somehow materialize, 
and Lisa and Denny proceed to have 
this escalatingly hysterical exchange:

denny: I owe him some money. 
lisa: What kind of money?  
denny: I owe him some money.  
lisa: What kind of money?  
denny: I bought some drugs off of him. 
lisa: What kind of drugs, Denny?  
denny: It doesn’t matter! I don’t have 
them anymore!  
lisa: WHAT KIND OF DRUGS DO 
YOU TAKE?

Denny’s explanation for this wor-
risome turn of events is a logic sink-
hole. As he explains to Lisa, he 
needs to “pay of f ” some debts. 
Which suggests that he was buying 
the drugs to sell them. Why, then, if 
he has already bought the drugs, 
does he owe Chris-R money? Is 
Chris-R running some kind of drug 
layaway program? Why does Lisa ap-
pear to believe there are different 
kinds of money? None of these ques-
tions get answered, or even ad-
dressed, because the matter of Den-
ny’s drug buying or drug abuse (or 
whatever it is) immediately joins 
Claudette’s breast cancer in the fog-
gy narrative beyond.

I have not mentioned the fact that 
The Room’s male characters often play 
football while standing three feet 
apart, sometimes while wearing tux-
edos; or that one character, for no 
detectable reason, collapses in pain in 
the middle of an otherwise procedur-
ally sane scene; or that Johnny and 
Lisa, enigmatically, have around their 
 apartment several framed 
 portraits of spoons.2

By now I have seen The Room at 
least twenty times. I know I will watch 
it again soon. I am probably watching 
it right now. “Bad” and “good” are in-
adequate for expressing how I feel 
about The Room. Sometimes I think 
about Wiseau’s thespian-berserker cha-
risma. Other times I think, Why foot-
2 This has resulted in the fi lm’s central ritual 
of audience participation: whenever the 
framed spoons appear, anyone holding a 
plastic spoon must throw it at the screen. 
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ball? Why a rooftop? Why a drug deal-
er? Mostly I think about how 
everything that captures Wiseau’s di-
rectorial interest fl ies straight into the 
lessons-learned headwinds generated 
by a century of fi lmmaking.

A collaborative medium like fi lm is 
structurally designed to thwart people 
like Tommy Wiseau—and, indeed, 
during The Room’s production, Wiseau 
fi red the entire crew four times over. 
He tried to make a conventional fi lm 
and wound up with something so in-
explicable and casually surreal that no 
practicing surrealist could ever con-
vincingly ape its form, except by exact 
imitation. It is the movie that an alien 
who has never seen a movie might 
make after having had movies thor-
oughly explained to him.

Every filmmaking convention 
across which it stumbles is sundered. 
Take the convention of the exterior 
establishing shot. According to the 
grammar of fi lm, such a shot is used 
to indicate the passage of time and a 
spatial relocation to another site 
within the fi lm’s world. That is not 
how things work in The Room. At 
Johnny’s birthday party, Wiseau cuts 
away to an exterior establishing shot 
of what appears to be an offi ce build-
ing. The viewer assumes—no, be-
lieves, given how thoroughly films 
have trained us—that the next shot 
will take us inside that offi ce build-
ing. The next shot shows us that we 
are still at the party.

Wiseau understands the placement 
and required tone of certain conven-
tions but not at all their underlying 
meaning. What makes him interesting 
is the degree to which his art becomes 
a fun-house-mirror version, an inad-
vertent exposé, of a traditional fi lm. 
More than any artist I can think of, 
Wiseau indicates Northrop Frye’s be-
lief that all conventions are, at heart, 
insane. Or, as I heard someone say as 
I left Cinema 21, “Maybe this is what 
originality looks like now.”

What does it say about contempo-
rary American culture that the Rocky 
Horror Picture Show of our time is 
not a winning exercise in leering 
camp and butt-shaking grooviness 
but an earnest melodrama distin-
guished by what it is unable to pro-
vide? Why are so many people re-
sponding to a megalomaniacal feat of 

formal incompetence? Is it the satis-
faction of seeing the auteur myth 
cruelly exploded, of watching an art-
ist reach for the stars and wind up 
with his hand around a urinal cake? 
Some viewers clearly relish this as-
pect of The Room, but others come 
away from the fi lm strangely exhila-
rated. In an entertainment culture in 
which everything from quiet domes-
tic dramas to battling-robot fantasias 
is target-audienced with laserlike pre-
cision, The Room is as bereft of famil-
iar taxonomy as a bat from Mars. In 
an entertainment culture in which 
bad and good movies alike have 
learned to wink knowingly at their 
audiences, The Room is rivetingly 
unaware of itself or its effect. In an 
entertainment culture in which “in-
dependent filmmaking” is more a 
calculated stance than an accurate 
accounting of means, The Room is
 a fi lm of glorious, horrify-
 ing independence.

Tommy Wiseau is not, in any 
sense, an easy interview. I got in 
touch with him through his website, 
after which a man named John, the 
“administrator” of Wiseau Films, re-
quested that I write up all the ques-
tions I intended to ask Wiseau dur-
ing our interview. I sent back a long 
and, I hoped, thoughtful email ex-
plaining why I did not work that 
way and why I preferred to meet and 
simply have a conversation. Un-
moved, John, whose bludgeoned 
English (“Does your peace is for 
print or/and on line viewing?”) bore 
a curious resemblance to that of one 
T. Wiseau, emailed back a request 
for me to submit my interview ques-
tions beforehand. I composed an-
other, equally thoughtful argument 
as to why I did not want to do that. 
John responded with another, iden-
tical request to submit my interview 
questions. So I did. A few days later 
I was apprised of the time and place 
where Wiseau and I would meet.

Although the address John gave 
me turned out to be wrong, I man-
aged to fi nd the appointed Beverly 
Hills delicatessen. Wiseau, riding 
shotgun and exactly on time, pulled 
up to the deli in a silver SUV, a 
theroommovie.com decal on the 
rear passenger-side window.

His fl yaway hair looked as though 
it had been soaked in printer ink, 
and I had not seen skin so pale out-
side of Edmonton, Alberta, in Feb-
ruary. His lips were nearly colorless, 
his jaw as large and square as a 
shovel. He was wearing a heavy 
green jacket that looked too warm 
for Los Angeles in September, dun-
colored cargo pants with a compli-
catedly studded belt, and combat 
boots. The overall effect was that of 
a vampire who had joined the Mer-
chant Marine. Wiseau took off his 
jacket once we sat down, revealing a 
black tank top identical to one 
Johnny dons briefly in The Room. 
Wiseau had been in anatomy-model 
shape at the time of The Room’s 
fi lming; he remained so today.

One of my questions concerned 
the mysterious John. I asked Wiseau 
whether he was “a young Hollywood 
assistant type.”

“You may say that,” Wiseau said. 
“He’s doing . . . freelance. He has lim-
ited hours.” He laughed, all but ad-
mitting the ruse.

After some initial chitchat, I 
asked Wiseau whether he had any 
friends he could put me in touch 
with; someone, I said, who could 
help me fi ll out the personal side of 
Tommy Wiseau.

“I have dozens of friends,” Wiseau 
said. “But this is your job. It’s not my 
job to suggest.”

“But I don’t know your friends.”
“I’m not here to say, ‘Talk to this 

person about me.’ That’s nonsense.”
This was, I told Wiseau, fairly 

standard procedure.
“I’m against that. You know, this is 

your . . . you’re a journalist.”
“But I’m not a private investigator.”
“You don’t need to be a private in-

vestigator. You can go to screening, 
you can talk to many people about 
The Room, about me, whatever.” He 
shrugged. “You can go in so many 
different angles, if you ask me.”

By this Wiseau meant one angle, 
as he refuses to answer any questions 
about his personal life. Nevertheless, 
I made a few anemic lunges. The in-
tensity of the scorn the fi lm heaps on 
Lisa—and, it must be said, women in 
general—has led many to assume 
that The Room is Wiseau’s revenge 
on a former lover. When I asked 
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about this, Wiseau replied with the 
same answer he had given many 
journalists—that The Room is a per-
fect mirror of human experience and 
that in everyone’s life there are many 
Lisas and Johnnys and Dennys—but 
he did admit that he once was mar-
ried and had also once lived in San 
Francisco. That was as deep as he 
was willing to let me go.

“I speak French,” he said. “I speak, 
you know, another language, and 
English, and I understand some other 
languages.” This “another language” 
was, no doubt, that of his native 
country, which I pressed him to re-
veal. When he refused, I began 
throwing out former Communist-
bloc states. Romania? Hungary? 
“Wrong, actually,” he said, laughing 
once again. He did admit, or seemed 
to admit, that his homeland was “a 
few countries,” which led me to guess 
he was from the former Yugoslavia. 
“I’m an American,” he said, “and I 
want to be treated as an American. 
Bottom line. You may say whatever 
you want. I think we are entitled to 
our privacy in America.”

America is among Wiseau’s major 
talking points: “We are Americans,” 
he told me, “and we cherish our free-
dom.” Americanness is also the cen-
tral, and centrally unexamined, 
theme of The Room. Wiseau cast 
himself in the film as a hunk of 
Johnny Americana, with no corre-
sponding recognition of how absurd-
ly ill fitting this role actually is. 
Whenever Johnny throws a football, 
you do not see Johnny. What you see 
is the ungainly shot put of an East-
ern European who did not grow up 
throwing footballs. This is the most 
longingly human aspect of The Room 
and, not at all coincidentally, the 
hardest thing to laugh at.3

The two most-asked questions 
about Wiseau concern his age and 
the origin of the personal fortune 
he used to fund The Room. As to 
the fi rst, his Wikipedia page lists his 
age as forty-one, though he looks 
3 In one scene, Lisa orders Johnny a pizza 
with his favorite toppings: half Canadian 
bacon with pineapple, half artichoke with 
pesto, and “light on the cheese.” As Wiseau 
later explained, there is a binary symbolism 
at work here: one, Wiseau likes pizza; two, 
the exotic toppings represent the freedoms 
all Americans enjoy.

like he is in his early fi fties. “I am 
thirty-something,” Wiseau told me. 
As to the source of his money, one 
uncorroborated story has to do with 
Wiseau’s vaguely sinister-sounding 
involvement in some sort of Asian 
clothing-import concern—Chinese 
jeans, possibly? According to Wi-
seau, his involvement was straight-
forward and artisanal: “I used to de-
sign jackets, leather jackets, a long 
time ago. I’ve been designing, sell-
ing, whatever.”

Whereas the precise truth about 
Wiseau’s past could not possibly be as 
interesting as the rumors (my second 
favorite: Wiseau is an erstwhile Ser-
bian warlord; my favorite: Wiseau is 
a cyborg from the future), his eva-
siveness bizarrely extends into the 
most mundane matters, as when I 
asked him whether he had made 
contact with any of his celebrity fans, 
who include Paul Rudd, David Wain, 
Jonah Hill, David Cross, and other 
members of the Hollywood humorati. 
Wiseau’s answer: “If I say I met a big 
director, I’m not dropping any 
names—I’ve met everybody, for your 
information—so if I met, let’s say, 
one of the big directors, who’s from 
New York, just to give you a clue. He 
has a business in Santa Barbara. You 
see, you can assume who is the per-
son, because there’s only one.”

I had no idea who or what he was 
talking about. But surely, I said, there 
were actors, directors, or writers he 
drew particular inspiration from?

“Again,” he said, “I don’t want to 
drop the names. Because you’ll be 
blogging about it.” All I eventually 
wrung from Wiseau was that he ad-
mired the work of Tennessee Wil-
liams, Orson Welles, Elizabeth Tay-
lor, and James Dean, and that he had 
recently seen Twilight and was seek-
ing investors for a vampire fi lm he 
wanted to shoot in Austin, Texas. At 
this news, I confess, I restrained 
myself from writing a check payable 
 to Wiseau Films then 
 and there.

The critic Robert Hughes once 
said, “The greater the artist, the 
greater the doubt. Perfect confi-
dence is granted to the less talented 
as a consolation prize.” I thought 
about this maxim more than once 
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during my lunch with Wiseau. 
When he talked about his work, the 
explanations ranged from more or 
less normal (“The Room was done to 
provoke the audience—that’s the 
bottom line”) to puzzling (“And you 
see, in entertainment, we have such 
a limited presentation: you have 
comedy, you have drama, you have 
melodrama, and that’s about it, basi-
cally”) to incomprehensible (“You 
see, black comedy is related to melo-
drama, leans toward melodrama, but 
it’s not melodrama. That’s the dif-
ference. So it’s realism, if you really 
think about it. Melodrama is not 
real”), but they were always Jesuiti-
cally certain. I tried, several times, 
to formulate a humane way of ask-
ing Wiseau how it felt to be locked 
out of all artistic time and space, 
but he could not answer, because 
he, of course, fails to see it that way. 
The things I most wanted to know 
about The Room could never be ad-
dressed by Wiseau, the Intentional 
Fallacy made fl esh. The Room, as a 
work of art, must remain a mys-
tery—at least to its creator, who not 
only views it as mainstream enter-
tainment but views himself as a po-
tential diamond mine for future 
mainstream entertainment, con-
stantly letting it be known that he 
is “open for any projects.” 4

Wiseau, who by his own admis-
sion is as demanding and fi nicky as 
Samuel Beckett, told me in one 
breath that he is prone to firing 
anyone who deviates from his vi-
sion (“I deal with it in a very simple 
way. I say, ‘You see the door there? 
Go through the door and don’t 
come back’ ”), and in the next that, 
“if the studio decided to hire me, 
for example, I will say, ‘Sure, tell 
me what to do. I’m ready.’ ” When I 
said I imagined he would have a 
hard time working within tradi-
tional studio confi nements, Wiseau 
disagreed. “I can make millions,” 
he said. This hard-nosed and ec-
centric control freak is also a cra-
ven sellout. The tension between 
these two selves would surely drive 

4 Wiseau has, in fact, made one non-
bizarre film, Homeless in America, a 
somewhat naive but rather touching thirty-
minute documentary of which he is justifi -
ably proud.

mad anyone who was aware of 
them. I believe that Wiseau could 
make a studio fi lm. Or at least I be-
lieve that he believes he could, and 
I am probably not alone among Wi-
seau’s fans when I say I would hap-
pily watch anything he commits to 
fi lm—other than that.

When I asked Wiseau about his fan 
base, he said, “Talking to the fans is 
fun. I’m thrilled by it. I really enjoy 
it.” Hundreds if not thousands of 
people around the country have 
worked to get The Room into theaters 
and to promote it on their own time. 
Did Wiseau have intense feelings of 
gratitude and connectedness to those 
people? “Oh, yeah,” he said, leaning 
back. “Absolutely.” He mulled this 
over for a moment. “That’s a pretty 
interesting statement, what you’re 
saying right now. That’s correct. Peo-
ple want to be involved with promot-
ing The Room, for some reason. For 
nothing, basically.”

“And that’s weird,” I said. “Isn’t it?”
“It is, but I’m very happy with that.”
As to the discordant matter of 

negative reviews, Wiseau attributed 
all such reactions to “tripping” critics 
and reporters, none of whom “under-
stand that, by design, any movie has 
to entertain people. . . . They think 
they hurt me because they say some-
thing negative. No, they hurt them-
selves because they’re not true to 
the audience.” For the fi rst time dur-
ing our talk, Wiseau became agitat-
ed. “This is what I’m furious about,” 
he said. “The people writing, they 
don’t know anything about acting. 
They don’t understand the concept 
that entertainment is something 
that you take from yourself and give 
to people, and let people decide 
what they want to do. And there’s 
nothing wrong when people say, 
‘Oh, yeah, I don’t like your movie, 
but I like this little shot.’ Or, ‘Oh, 
you have a heavy accent.’ But you 
have people who actually go the ex-
tra mile and say, ‘I hate it.’ ” He 
shook his head. “Why do you write 
about it if you hate something? Why 
spend so much time? Because you’re 
not honest with yourself. Because, 
no, you’re not hating. It’s because I, 
as a director, opened certain doors 
for you, and you don’t want to be 
there. That’s why.”

Wiseau’s contention that critics 
do not want to be in the room to 
which  The Room leads them is cor-
rect, but, in a perfectly Wiseauian 
move, correct for reasons he does 
not and probably cannot recognize. 
We are all of us deeply alarmed by 
the Wiseauian parts of ourselves, 
the parts that are selfi sh and con-
trolling, that crave attention at any 
cost, that imagine ourselves as su-
perlatively gifted, that arrange all 
sources of light—whether literal or 
metaphysical—to be flattering. To 
watch The Room is to see that part 
of ourselves turned mesmerizingly 
loose. During our lunch, Wiseau 
was heroically without shame as he 
described his plans to turn The 
Room into a Broadway show (“It will 
be musical. People say it’s comedy, 
but I don’t care what they want to 
say”), a cartoon (“based on the same 
characters—however, they will be 
approached for kids”), and a video 
game (“You can be Johnny, you can 
be Lisa, you can do whatever you 
want to do . . . like play football, for 
example”). He then startled me by 
saying, “My idea has always been 
that I want 90 percent of Ameri-
cans to see The Room. That’s the 
idea I have.”

I looked at him. “Ninety percent?” 
I asked, if only to make sure he had 
not said “9 percent.”

“Ninety percent. Absolutely. Be-
cause 10 percent, you see, it’s the 
kids, and it’s R-rated, and they’re not 
supposed to see it.”

“You want every adult to see it?”
“I think so, yes. That’s the goal.”
“I don’t think everyone has even 

seen Snow White.”
“I’m not concerned with other 

movies. I’m concerned only about 
The Room at this time. If that’s your 
analogy, that’s fi ne with me. But yes, 
absolutely, we will eventually beat 
Snow White.”

“You realize,” I said, “how ridicu-
lous that sounds.”

 “No,” he said, “it’s not 
 at all.”

A month after our meeting, I 
attended a midnight Halloween 
screening of The Room in Los Ange-
les, to which Wiseau showed up in a 
state of intoxication somewhere be-
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tween Richard Yates Drunk and 
Keith Richards Stoned. Emerging 
from the theater, he delivered an 
impenetrable speech to the several 
hundred people waiting in line, at-
tempted to return to the safe con-
fi nes of the Laemmle’s Sunset 5 the-
ater, found that he had been locked 
out, decided to make the best of it, 
threw off his jacket, and proceeded 
to play football with a few fans. At 
one point he launched an impres-
sively long bomb that hit a young 
woman in the face. (Several of her 
friends assured her that this was, in 
its way, an honor.) During the pre-
screening Q&A, Wiseau seemed 
particularly angry and defensive 
about a recent Los Angeles Times 
profi le of him, and lashed out at an 
audience member who asked him to 
recite one of Shakespeare’s sonnets, 
which Wiseau has previously been 
happy to do. He abruptly ended the 
Q&A when asked for his views on 
health-care reform. The whole or-
deal was so crushingly sad that dur-
ing the screening I barely laughed. 
At one point in the fi lm, Johnny is 
sitting on the edge of his bed after 
Lisa has announced her intention to 
leave him. When Johnny says, in a 
childlike falsetto, “I don’t have a 
friend in the world,” I confess to 
having felt a pre-lachrymal tickle in 
the back of my throat.

Whether Tommy Wiseau i s 
evolved or stupid, brave or blind, his 
work makes me and thousands of 
others feel catastrophically alive and 
ruinously together. Whatever he 
tried to do, he clearly failed, and 
whatever he succeeded in doing has 
no obvious name (sincere surreal-
ism? sincerealism?). But The Room’s 
last remaining ritual of audience 
participation might be for everyone 
to imagine seeing one’s most deeply 
personal attempt at self-expression 
razed by a hurricane of laughter. 
Most of us, I think, would fare more 
poorly than Wiseau. That night in 
Los Angeles, he was as famous and 
well loved as he has ever been and 
nevertheless seemed like an unfor-
tunate cultic animal we had all 
come together to stab at the stroke 
of midnight. We were laughing be-
cause we were not him, and because 
we were.  ■
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SUBSCRIBER ALERT
Dear Harper’s Subscribers, 

It has come to our attention that
several of our subscribers have
received renewal notifications
from an independent magazine
clearinghouse doing business
under the names Magazine Billing
Services, Publishers Processing
Services Inc., American Consumer
Publish Assoc., Publisher’s Periodical
Service, Magazine Billing Network,
and Crown Marketing. These
companies have not been author-
ized to sell subscriptions on
behalf of Harper’s Magazine. 

If you receive a renewal notice and
are unsure of its authenticity,
please call our subscriber-care
department and order your
renewal through them. You may
contact subscriber services by
calling our toll-free number,
(800) 444–4653, or via the Web at
www.harpers.org.

Harper’s Magazine is accept-
ing applications from col-
lege students and gradu-

ates for its editorial and art internship
programs.
• Editorial interns serve full-time for

three to five months and gain
practical experience in critical read-
ing and analysis, research, fact-
checking, and the general work-
ings of a national magazine. Each
intern works with an editor on one
section of the magazine and
takes part in the creation of the
Harper’s Index. 

• Art interns serve part-time for three
to five months and view current ex-
hibits at museums and galleries,
take part in the selection of art for
the Readings section, and gain skills
in electronic page layout, and art
and photo research. 

All interns are encouraged to gener-
ate ideas, read widely, and approach
problems creatively. Both positions
are unpaid.
For further information and an applica-
tion, call (212) 420-5720. Please specify
which program you are applying for.

SOLUTION TO THE 
JULY PUZZLE

NOTES FOR “SPLIT 
PERSONALITIES”:

Puzzle editing by Dan Asimov. 
Note: * indicates an anagram.

Each of the answers to the 
Extra Clues combines with an-
other to make a diagram entry: 
BAN-JOIST; VINE-GARISH; 
CARP-HONE; BOWL-EGGED; 
REP-AIRMEN; OVERT-AXES; 
SINCE-RELY; CHIN-AWARE

ACROSS: 7. (s)urge; 9. O(hi)O; 
10. pee(k)-n; 11. it-I-paw (rev.); 
12. homonym; 13. loo-S.E.N.; 
14. (c)are-(w)as; 17. hidden; 
18. two mngs.; 21. rev.; 22. rag(e) (rev.); 23. *; 24. AM-on (rev.); 25. enter-prise (homonym); 
27. par-is; 29. w(on)e’re (rev.); 30. tu(Xed)o (rev.); 31. dr-amma*; 34. L.(ex)A. (rev.); 35. homonym; 
36. no-(peanut)s-y

DOWN: 1. a-ha; 2. rev.; 3. (s)oftener; 4. hidden; 5. s(omeone)-era; 6. *; 7. pun; 8. (t)end(on); 
15. plan(t); 16. too-s(sensitive) (rev.); 19. *; 20. stir(R)up; 26. hidden; 28. so-da (rev.); 30. rev.; 
32. moo(d); 33. man(y)

EXTRA CLUES: a) REP, two mngs.; b) BAN (rev.); c) CARP, two mngs.; d) CHIN *; e) RE(al)LY; 
f) BOW-L; g) AXES, two mngs.; h) V-IN-(danc)E; i) H(ome)-ONE; j) A.(WAR)E.; k) SIN-C.E.; 
l) JO(I-S[mile])T; m) O-VERT; n) E.G.-GED; o) AIRMEN, double anagram; p) GAR-ISH, pun
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