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[PUBLISHED CORRECTION - DATE: Tuesday, November 1, 2005: Correction: Because of a reporting error, the first name
of the character played by Jeff Daniels in "Terms of Endearment" was incorrect in a profile of the actor in Sunday's
Movies section. The character's name was Flap.] NEW YORK - The glamorous life of a movie star? Not for Jeff Daniels.
The tall, slightly burly 50-year- old takes the corner of his floppy blue T-shirt and pulls it up to his face to wipe sweat off his
brow, revealing a pale belly. He's singing and playing guitar at Joe's Pub at the Public Theater, and, he says, he's

"sweating like a large man from the Midwest."

Jeans, scruffy old brown boots, and a fedora complete his wardrobe for his one-man show a fund-raiser for his theater
company in Michigan of folksy rock tunes that are a cross between Lyle Lovett and Tom Lehrer.

Despite the signs of middle age, Daniels still looks amazingly similar to Hap [SEE ATTACHED CORRECTION] from
"Terms of Endearment," the 1983 role that launched him into the show business big time when he was just 28. Time hasn't
exactly passed him by, but while the rest of Hollywood ages, he seems to stay the same good-natured Midwesterner who
doesn't take the movie business or its glittery trappings to heart. Parts come and go, but he still lives in his hometown of
Chelsea, Mich., with his high school sweetheart and three nearly grown children.

In his latest movie, "The Squid and the Whale," which opens Friday, he's even back to playing a befuddled college-
professor dad although this one is cuckolded rather than being the instigator of a breakup. In another marker of time's
passing for everyone but Daniels, the impervious professor, Bernard Berkman, has a tryst with one of his students, who
just happens to be played by Anna Paquin, who played Daniels's young daughter in "Fly Away Home" nearly 10 years
ago.

"It's not like she's 12 anymore," Daniels says over lunch at New York's BLT Fish, which is hosting a promotion for the
movie (bring your ticket and get a free Squid Ink cocktail, which, surprisingly, comes out red, not black). "A long as there
are no geese in the window [referring to when Paquin played his daughter], everybody's fine. Actors will do anything, you
know."

Daniels was indeed up for just about anything for this role, which he considers the meatiest of the 40 he's had over the last
three decades. The low-budget indie, directed by Noah Baumbach from his semi-autobiographical script about two
Brooklyn brothers (Jesse Eisenberg and Owen Kline) and their self-absorbed father and angry mother (Laura Linney), is
no "101 Dalmatians" or even "Because of Winn-Dixie," both of which starred Daniels. But the smallness of it hardly
mattered to the actors, or the critics. The film premiered at the Sundance Film Festival, then played at the Toronto and
New York film festivals, and now Daniels is making it onto contender lists for a best actor Oscar and the script onto short
lists for best original screenplay. It might just be the little indie that could.

"It's probably the most complex role I've ever done," says Daniels, cleaned up a little the day after his show in a crisp
maroon shirt and a frayed corduroy jacket (and jeans so similar to those he wore the night before they could be the same
ones). He met Baumbach's father before rehearsals started, and started off doing an impression of him, down to wearing
the same style of tweedy clothes for the shoot.



"But it's not a biopic," he says, and impersonating Noah's father was not working. "The beauty of an indie is that we didn't
have a meeting with 12 junior executives in LA. It was just Noah and me in a room saying, "How are we going to fix this?' |
thought, | have to personalize this somehow, basically make it true for me."

Daniels went searching for touchstones in the character and found that Bernard was a writer who gets lost in his own
head, to the detriment of those around him. Daniels understood that kind of immersion from composing songs, writing
dozens of plays for the Purple Rose, the Michigan theater company he founded and runs, and writing two independent
movies that he starred in and directed.

The other thing he could relate to was dealing with the jealousy of having somebody close to you make it bigger than you,
as Bernard's wife does in the movie when she publishes a more successful book.

"I've worked with a lot of friends who have made $20 million per movie and won awards, and when you move to the
Midwest, you're aware that you're going to sacrifice some stuff some money, some roles, some recognition," Daniels says.
"You accept it and it's fine. But it's still there, that kind of under-appreciation. | don't brood about it. But what you do is pour
some gas on it, light a flame and blow it up then you've got Bernard."

At the Toronto Film Festival a few weeks earlier, "Squid" director Baumbach says, "For me, Jeff's a little like Spencer
Tracy. He seems to be doing very little, but what he does is inhabits the characters he plays. | felt privileged to watch him
get into character. | wanted somebody who wouldn't try to play Bernard sympathetic and wouldn't try to play him bad. Jeff
didn't care how he came off; he just wanted to be true to it."

Bernard's best scene comes when he drops off a cat to his ex, played by Linney, and she and Daniels spar in the doorway.
There's a lot of give and take; you can see their whole marriage in four minutes.

"That was a day when you're actually really able to do what you want to do," says Linney, also at the Toronto Film Festival.
"When you're working with somebody of that caliber, when you're working with material that rich, it's great. | love that guy.
The work just unfolds naturally."

Lately, Daniels has rested his whole career on moments like these, taking small roles in great movies so that he can work
with the people he wants. It started with "The Hours" and continued this year with what basically amounts to a cameo in
George Clooney's "Good Night, and Good Luck" and with an upcoming part in Douglas McGrath's Truman Capote biopic,
"Have You Heard?" (not to be confused with the just-released Bennett Miller "Capote" biopic). He also has a part in Barry
Sonnenfeld's comedy "R.V." alongside Robin Williams.

Sonnenfeld became so taken with Daniels after working with him that he showed up to Daniels's one-man show in New
York to lend support, driving in his family from the Hamptons in the middle of a rainstorm and then even braving the stage
when Daniels called him up to blow a toy train whistle during a number.

"Every frame he's in [in 'R.V."] you can't take your eyes from him," Sonnenfeld says, slightly winded, after the show.

"After 40 films, it sometimes comes down to people you haven't worked with yet," Daniels adds. "With the Clooney movie,
it was like three scenes or something. | didn't care. | wanted to be in it."

With "R.V." it was just fate, says Daniels, who is carrying two RV lifestyle magazines with him through New York. "l have a
song called "RV' that's the story of a disastrous RV trip | took with my family," he explains. "I pulled into a truck stop, got
recognized as Jeff Bridges, gassed up, got back on the road, and had forgotten my wife. When | heard about this movie a
whole movie about RVs | wanted to be part of it."

His agent kept calling Sonnenfeld until they got him to see "Squid," and then Sonnenfeld was sold. He knew he had hired
the right actor when Daniels pulled up to the Vancouver set in an old tour-bus style RV with the engine overheating.

"Anyone who owns an RV knows stuff goes wrong," Daniels says. "My wife and | drove in from Michigan, and from
Wyoming on, | was pouring engine coolant into the bus every two hours. We made it."

That, to Daniels, is true show business glamour.

Beth Pinsker can be reached at bpinsker@nyc.rr.com.
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