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A Hollywood filmmaker who made non-
Hollywood movies, Robert Altman earned
five Oscar nominations over his long and
independent-minded career, eventually
winning an honorary Oscar in 2006 for
his body of work. Robert Altman worked
in documentaries and series television in
the 1950s and '60s, and one of his first
feature films was the 1970 war comedy
M*A*S*H. The film was a critical and box
office hit and had all the elements Altman
became known for: a meandering narra-
tive, satiric humor, realistic and overlap-
ping dialogue, a big ensemble cast, and
not-so-subtle social commentary. Altman
went on to make a strong showing in the
1970s, winning acclaim for the realism of
movies such as McCabe & Mrs. Miller
(1971), Nashville (1975) and A Wedding
(1978). While critics loved him or loved
to complain about Altman, audiences
tended to ignore his movies. After notable
failures like Buffalo Bill and the Indians,
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or Sitting Bull's History Lesson (1976,
starring Paul Newman) and Popeye
(1980, starring Robin Williams), Altman
had a harder time getting movies
financed, but still managed to make art-
house fare like Come Back to the Five and
Dime, Jimmy Dean, Jimmy Dean (1982)
and the restaged theatrical works
Streamers (1983) and Fool for Love
(1985). His biting 1992 satire of life in
Hollywood, The Player, turned into a
comeback success that earned three Oscar
nominations, including Altman's third as
a director. Short Cuts (1993) was also
well-received, and Gosford Park (2001)
was a best picture nominee. Robert
Altman's other films include Prét-a-Porter
(1994), and Dr. T and the Women (2000,
starring Richard Gere).

Being a longtime fan of radio humorist
Garrison Keillor, Altman next devised with
Keillor the idea for a film based on vener-
able Minnesota-based radio program, A

Prairie Home Companion. Thrilled with
Keillor's draft of the script, the director
stepped behind the camera for his last
film in 2005, and made full use of a once-
in-a-lifetime cast that included Altman
standby Lily Tomlin, Meryl Streep, Lindsay
Lohan, Kevin Kline, John C. Reilly, Woody
Harrelson, and Keillor himself. It opened
in early summer, 2006, to wide praise for
its warm geniality and folksy charm.

With more than a trace of bittersweet,
poetic irony, this film, with its rumina-
tions on the end of life, indeed proved to
be Altman's last, marking a fitting cap to a
masterful career. The 81-year-old director
passed away, of complications from can-
cer, not five months after Prairie debuted,
and eight months after receiving his
Lifetime Achievement Oscar. He died in a
Los Angeles hospital on November 20,
20060.
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