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NEW YORK - It's a beautiful spring day in New York, a rare thing this year, and Robin Williams is rejoicing.

When Williams rejoices, by the way, it's not in completely "appropriate" language or imagery. "Mrs. Doubffire" and "Mork &
Mindy" aside, not all of his comedy is for the kids. And actually, it seems the order of the day is to test where the line is and
figure out when to cross it. That's what comedy is about after Sept. 11; that's what Williams's new movie, "Insomnia," is
about; and that's what this season is about.

"It's spring in New York," Williams says, waving one arm toward the window of his hotel suite. "It's all flowers and nipples.
Everyone's out."

Williams is in New York because Robert De Niro asked him to come for the inaugural Tribeca Film Festival, which ended
last Sunday. "You get a call from Bob," he says, slipping into De Niro's gravelly mumble: " *It would be good if you could
come down.'" So he's there.

"Insomnia," a psychological thriller in which Williams plays the bad guy opposite Al Pacino's cop, was one of the big
premieres at the festival, screening last Saturday, and it opens in theaters Friday. Williams was also one of the acts at the
festival's concert, held the evening of our interview, doing five minutes of material that he refers to lovingly as "foreplay for
the next band."

So it's a busy day for Williams, and tackling the disparate array of tasks before him is like one of his jokes that jumps
maniacally from one word association to another. Pump the new movie, do five minutes of shtick, lend a hand to a new film
festival, support downtown New York, think up new material.

There are personas to go through, too. He's a murderous psychopath in "Insomnia," a ribald jester onstage, a celebrity
ambassador at the festival's gala screening, and a concerned American just as consumed with world events as the rest of
us as he walks around Manhattan.

It's no wonder he never seems to be sitting still.

Of all this, the new thing for him as he approaches 50 is playing the psychopath. Williams has had plenty of dramatic roles
before, including a creepy part in the upcoming "One Hour Photo," in which he plays a lonely film developer. But viewers
are not used to seeing his name in the opening credits while the scary music plays. The Pacino-Williams dynamic is a
curiosity, too. As is the fact that the film is directed by "Memento" sensation Christopher Nolan and produced by a large,
strange ensemble, including George Clooney, Steven Soderbergh, and the Paul Junger Witt-Tony Thomas team of
"Golden Girls" acclaim.

"It's not the combination you'd pitch. But it catches people off guard to have me play a bad guy," Williams says of his role
as Walter Finch, a lonely mystery writer in Alaska who has murdered a young girl. Pacino's character figures this out early
on, but Walter has something to blackmail him with, and the two do a psychological tango.



"It was freeing," Williams says. "People say, "Oh, it's that nice man.' Then | play off of Al's character as a combination of
Freud and lago, and they go along saying, 'He did this awful thing, but maybe . . ." And then there's this final moment of,
"Oh no, he's a really bad man.""

Williams and Pacino's key scene, which is actually one of their few scenes together, is where the odd pairing pays off. In
this small moment on a ferry, there is a craftsmanship and intensity that comes from these two very different actors' having
found a way to click. They rehearsed a little first, but Williams says what's on- screen resulted from the two of them
working with the scene as the cameras rolled.

"It was a confined environment, being on this ferry heading slowly across the bay, and Vancouver is so beautiful you just
immediately let go and get into a different mode," Williams says of the landscape where the movie was filmed. "We got
more and more conversational, just two people talking business. But the business is, "You killed somebody, | killed
somebody. What are we talking here?' It's a slight negotiation."

Williams wants to play more bad guys, and he thinks if this movie does well he'll get offered more such parts. But since he
hasn't seen the entire film yet, he doesn't know how he comes off. One thing he isn't worried about in making the leap into
darker roles is that this might be the wrong time to be in a scary movie. The moral point of "Insomnia" - which is based on
a 1997 Norwegian film of the same name - is quite cogent in terms of dealing with guilt and personal responsibility.

Since Sept. 11, Williams has let audiences be his guide to what is appropriate and what crosses the line. He has been
doing a stand- up tour across the country - it culminates in a live HBO special from Broadway in July - and he's been
testing out material as events unfold. Mostly he has just been talking about what's going on, sometimes seriously,
sometimes with full-on jokes. "The humor is tempered by what people are going through," he says.

Last month, when Williams was performing in New York at the Beacon Theater, he started talking about the twin spotlights
that were being beamed up from the World Trade Center site. He says he didn't tell jokes, but just talked about it because
he was amazed and moved by it. "On a cloudy night it kind of blended in, but on a clear night it just went on and on, and it
was so powerful," he recalls. "l said, "Is it OK to talk about this? Because I'm just talking about seeing it." And people were
saying, ‘Thanks.""

Williams tells one joke in his routine now about Osama bin Laden going up to heaven and meeting 71 Virginians instead of
71 virgins. He says that the part of the joke where George Washington and his posse beat up bin Laden gets cheers, but
when he adds an extra punchline that is more about Arabs than bin Laden specifically, people pull back.

"So it's OK to kick the [expletive] out of him, but don't abuse him. OK, | get it," he says. "It crossed the PC line with that.
People love that beating up part, but that racial-profiling thing - they're doing anything to avoid that. That's why they're
shaking down an 89-year-old lady at the airport and taking away her knitting needles. She's not going to knit an Afghan.

"Right now the no-fly zone is the Middle East. You can kind of talk about it, and you can talk about Palestinian high-school
graduation - "Our graduates find immediate placement.' But it's that thing where people go, "Uuuhhh.' You can see it. You
try it, and you can see people are like, "No, no!" "

Later that night onstage in Battery Park, Williams gets a big laugh with the springtime in New York bit and the Virginians,
but he leaves out the racial remarks. On a gorgeous night, performing between David Bowie and Sheryl Crow, Williams
knows what his audience wants to hear most about: New York City rats. Drop them on caves in Afghanistan, he says, and
you'll flush out anybody who's still hiding in there.
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