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Foreword

Back in 2003, if one wanted to start an independent film publication in New York it made more sense—conceptually, financially, and in terms of visibility—to make a physical zine than build a website. The dot.com bubble had recently burst, with the horny fanboy phenomenon of Ain’t It Cool News fizzling apace, leaving online publications like Salon and Slate as well-edited exceptions within an ocean of bogs and fan-service sites. Meanwhile, you could still find copies of The Village Voice and the New York Press on nearly every street corner, which is how you read the latest writing by J. Hoberman, Dennis Lim, Amy Taubin, Michael Atkinson, Armond White, and Matt Zoller Seitz. If you were in downtown Manhattan, you could even pick up a free copy of The Villager and read former mayor Ed Koch’s take on whatever he saw at the Angelika the previous week—the Alt and community weeklies were plentiful and adequately subsidized by print advertisements. And ads, as well as steady subscriptions and stable institutional support, floated journals such as Film Comment, Film Quarterly, and Cineaste, copies of which could be found alongside more widely read magazines such as Premiere and Entertainment Weekly on newsstands and at bookstores throughout the city.

During that time I was working as a book buyer for the five Kim’s Video stores, where I also okayed whatever free material was displayed in each store’s entryway. It was at the Mondo Kim’s on St. Marks Place that someone approached me about accepting a small stack of Reverse Shot zines, and I obliged. Maybe it was the novel, frankly pretentious shape of the zine (smaller than standard and stapled on the short side of a widescreen-implied spread) or the fact that they dedicated an entire issue to the films of Olivier Assayas (who’d made precisely one film that I’d heard of) that lodged the name Reverse Shot in my memory. Six months later, after an ill-fated association with a start-up venture left me unemployed, I figured it was time to try writing film criticism. Two months shy of my 30th birthday, ten years after abandoning music criticism for fiction writing, I had no idea where to start; I didn’t attend film school and had no film-related clips. In cursory online research I discovered that Reverse Shot, though less than a year old, had ceased physical publication and pivoted entirely to online—albeit still as a quarterly journal. The landscape for quality film criticism online remained barren, but Reverse Shot quickly helped to change that. Feeling some vague connection or safety in that video store interaction, I wrote to info@reverseshot.com and received a prompt response requesting a relevant writing sample—which, of course, I did not have. So I took myself to see Tim Burton’s recently opened Big Fish at the nearby Cobble Hill Cinemas in Brooklyn, emitted some kind of a review, and sent it to strangers Jeff Reichert and Michael Koresky. They published the review and changed the course of my life.

I write all this not out of nostalgia, but to offer myself as one writer among many who have been changed or shaped in some way by Reverse Shot, and by our relationship with founders and editors Koresky and Reichert. Many of us have gone on to work in film, journalism, academia, curation; have been published in the most prominent publications; published books; written, produced, and directed movies; gotten tenure; run influential institutions. And while these careers owe a debt to Reverse Shot, Reverse Shot has ruined us as well. The painful truth is that we’ll never get a better, more demanding, instructive, individually respectful edit than we did from Koresky and Reichert. Having your efforts honored with such rigor, with such mutual passion for writing and for cinema, is beyond rare. It’s singular. Ruined, every single one of us.

Which is why so many of us conceded to write for free for the first decade of the journal. Not a great game plan if you’re a writer hoping to make a living from writing, but in the blogger, monetization-less 2000s internet era, it wasn’t uncommon. From what I learned in writing for Reverse Shot (about critical writing, about film, about myself), from the relationships it offered me (Koresky, Reichert, Block, Wisniewski, Zaman, Smith, Pinkerton, Rapold, Allen, Tracy, Nayman, Mitsuda, Stewart, Clarke, Bittencourt, to name a small fraction), it was worth it. Whether it’s been worth it for Koresky and Reichert, who had also been working for free, to assign and edit thousands of pieces (many requiring second, third, fourth, fifth drafts…) we can only hope. Little bursts of assistance would arrive along the way, such as funding for our video interview series, Reverse Shot Talkies, which was a joyous collaboration among Reichert, Damon Smith and myself; a short run as the critical wing of IndieWire, which paid a modest sum per review, as well as the pennies that filtered in through Google Ads, the most frequent one an ominous thumbnail of a ripe steak promising a “Shocking Meat Video.”

Around ten years ago, Reverse Shot finally received outside support, moving under the umbrella of Museum of the Moving Image, where editorial independence continued unabated and writers could be paid for their labor. Since I joined the Museum in 2015, I’ve gotten to collaborate with Koresky and Reichert on ongoing See It Big programming in our theaters, an emerging critics workshop as part of our annual First Look festival, and the Reverse Shot Happy Hour, conducted remotely via Zoom, which kept us connected—and helped keep cinephilia alive—during the dark years of the COVID-19 pandemic. Even for those of us who’ve circled within the Reverse Shot orbit for so many years, it can be hard to grasp or articulate all that it is and has been, all that it does and means. The best I can offer, in this concise space, is that Reverse Shot has fostered a community of critical thinking, emotional engagement, and a shared passion for cinema, whether it’s through a website or in a theater, a turn of phrase or isolated image. I’ve always loved film. But the blood that rushes through me when I watch something and need to talk about it, when I read something and recognize that a person wrote and expressed and gave me that something, when I no longer know what I think because others’ ideas and responses are just as compelling as, if not far more than my own—that fluttering comes, for me at least, from 20 years of reading and aspiring to belong to Reverse Shot. It’s been a great run; long may it continue.

Eric Hynes
Curator of Film, Museum of the Moving Image
Reverse Shot contributor since 2004


One Imperfect Shot

Introduction
By Michael Koresky and Jeff Reichert

When we printed the first issue of Reverse Shot in February 2003, Facebook didn’t exist. Twitter was three years away. We paid for paper copies out of nearly empty pockets and distributed them around New York (a stack for Kim’s Video, a bundle left at Film Forum’s postcard station, a pile in the NYU Cinema Studies department, a few at Walter Reade Theater). We didn’t do this because we wanted readers to know how crucial our voices were, but because we were looking to build something. We needed more people to make it happen and hoped they’d find us. It didn’t hurt that it was fun, too. Five writers wrote in that first issue: the two of us, co-founders Neal Block and Erik Syngle, and Cecilia Sayad. As of today, we’ve had more than 210 writers pass through our pages, and we’re still delighted to cross paths with new voices. 

There are clear lines between what film criticism—and the community around it—was then and what it is now twenty years later, in 2023. The social media “discourse” has undoubtedly forever altered how we talk about movies, and this filters perniciously back into the way films are written about, passed around, devoured, and excreted, sometimes even before a movie comes out. Perhaps you’re not troubled by the proliferation of critics, “certified” or not, whose opinions tip the RT scales, such as “Amanda the Jedi” or the writers of “FilmDrunk,” but then you also might not think it’s important to know about the history, culture, and context of the art form you’ve decided to expound upon. The democratization and community that Rotten Tomatoes promised has had an unfortunate side effect of fostering a distrust and skepticism of expertise, a malady that has plagued most cultural and political institutions of the 21st century.

Through all of these changes, we’ve tried to maintain standards: robust, considered, contextual and well-edited film criticism that gives voice to smart, engaged writers regardless of metrics or “likes.”  A May 2023 Washington Post article titled “Vertigo is still the best movie ever. Or the worst movie ever. Discuss” neatly exemplifies a problem. The article is an nnocuous, pleasant-enough, and mercifully brief primer on one of the most analyzed films in history, written by a respectable, veteran film critic. But its stance, reflected in its headline, speaks to the forces surrounding it, and the idea that art is not there merely for our delectation or enjoyment but for us to battle over. (Many, many people might not agree that Vertigo is the “best movie ever,” but surely not a single person in the world thinks it is “the worst movie ever.”) There’s a reason why we’ve never had a comment section on Reverse Shot. We are creating an archive, and we hope people will be returning to our essays and reviews for years to come.

With Reverse Shot’s origins as a stapled zine a distant memory, later institutionalized by our wonderful supporters and partners at Museum of the Moving Image in 2014, we cannot claim any kind of brash outsider status. Yet within our critical purview—broadly, global fiction and nonfiction cinema of yesterday and today with detours into new media, video games, and television—we believe in remaining steadfast to writing that evaluates cinema and moving image art that exists somewhere outside of the overwhelming mainstream, and which is composed in such a way that it would be difficult to reduce to clicks.

An engagement with the present of any contemporary art form means a constant looking back over your shoulder. To try and help keep the past alive, from the beginning we settled on the symposium concept, collections of writing centered around a single topic. It’s unlikely that we would have continued editing Reverse Shot if not for the symposiums, which have kept us feeling alive at moments when it seemed like our chosen field was moribund. Whether they’re attempting to get at something elusive about the cinematic form (time, space, duration, what’s contained in a shot), something possible about the political contours of the medium, or simply celebratory of a crucial authorial figure (whether director or not), the symposium topics enmesh us in a dialogue with ourselves, each other, and history.

In preparation for this volume, as we looked back at the 45 symposiums our writers have contributed to over these two decades, it became clear that we’ve been fully immersed in the ebbs and flows of this strange century, even when we weren’t fully aware of it. Some of our intentions have been clear: our first symposium, in summer 2003, This Means War!, was an attempt by angry, disillusioned ’90s kids to wrestle with Bush’s illegitimate invasion of Iraq; our Proposition 24: Defining a New Queer Cinema in March 2009 was a direct response to California’s recent passage of the anti-gay bill Proposition 8, at a time when federal gay marriage still seemed a pipe dream; and May 2017’s Executive Orders was written in the wake of Trump’s election and frighteningly quick accumulation of edicts, rollbacks, and political revenge tactics.

Yet we were also responding to a medium going through spasmodic changes, some gradual, some rapid. In 2005’s East Meets West and 2009’s American All-Stars, we were applauding, respectively, the exciting influx of Asian and Latin American cinema that would come to define the decade and beyond; 2008’s The New World: Reverse Shot Goes Digital tried to reckon with the format evolution that would forever alter filmmaking, distribution, and exhibition; 2011’s Stuck in the Middle examined the vanishing mid-budget middlebrow drama, which was still a few years off from becoming utterly extinct; and in 2014’s Home Theater, we put the question of the supposed new “Golden Age” of Television to the test by pitting popular shows in dialogue  with films of similar subject matter or aesthetic. These symposiums raised a lot of questions, and through the writing of our fearless participants, deepened these inquiries, but we never offered answers. Brainstorming sessions for new symposium ideas have lasted for weeks as we attempt to spark new challenges and ideas for our writers and ourselves. This has been central to the Reverse Shot experiment.

Through some combination of foolish tenacity and serendipity (and, yes, maybe a dose of sincerity), Reverse Shot has managed to hang on. Each new development in film criticism over the past 20 years has done much to alter the format of film writing itself, from the death of print to the rise of podcasts. Remember what it was like to hold Film Comment and The Village Voice in your hands? In many ways film culture has gotten bigger as new generations of cinephiles join the ranks of Film Twitter and Letterboxd, eager to join some debate, make lists, and battle each other about the necessity of M. Night Shyamalan or Claire Denis. In other ways, it feels quite small. Social media would have you believe we’re a dwindling battalion of retrenched soldiers fighting a common superhero enemy alongside fearless Captain Scorsese. But the truth is we were always a tiny group of outliers—the megaphones have only gotten bigger.

It’s not impossible to argue that these last twenty years have seen more seismic changes in our beloved medium than in its initial twenty years of existence. Despite all, we still thrill, even in this bizarre third decade of the twenty-first century, to cinema of intelligence and depth, and are continually excited by the new pockets from where it springs.  Handing the baton to the next generation of movie lovers is a major part of what has thus far allowed Reverse Shot its longevity, and certainly what has helped make editing this publication so gratifying. Those very-online film communities that we fogies often bemoan have been the incubators for many exciting young voices—people who are essential to the sustaining of cinephilia and to the art form of criticism. The delivery services may have changed, but the drive to inform and love is still there. Our hearts are swelled by the knowledge that this community of writers and thinkers appears to be, against all odds, stronger than ever. In this volume, above all we pay tribute to our contributors, the ones who have made Reverse Shot possible. We wish we could have included everyone from our now vast catalog, but there are only so many pages.

The book you’re holding moves in a relatively chronological order through our past twenty years of writing. It can be read that way—doing so will allow the careful reader to track the growth of our roster, changes in the broader landscape of film culture and how we have attempted over the years to use film criticism to get some purchase on the world around it. We add the caveat “relatively” because the publication dates don’t always correspond to the release dates of films. Some essays were written years after the films came out and featured in thematic symposiums or year-end spectaculars. Where we chose to place them in the book speaks to why we think they matter to a particular moment in history, or the linear story we’re telling. Reverse Shot has expanded over the years to incorporate filmmaking (we consider our feature film, Feast of the Epiphany, codirected with RS contributor Farihah Zaman, to be a form of film criticism itself), live pandemic-era zoom “Happy Hours,” and screening series with MoMI and beyond, and though we offer many different kinds of writing, we decided to keep this volume focused on essays about films, all the better to chart a course through a particular span of history.

But you can also dive in at any point, with any writer or film. We promise you’ll be as pleased reading the results as we were in publishing them the first time around. The articles, authors, and films showcased here are not meant to represent a “Best of” Reverse Shot, or 21st Century Cinema. Their selection is the result of the same highly personal process that has sparked so much of what’s been published on our website: two now older buddies dreaming, talking, and debating. As much as friendship and camaraderie have helped sustain this experiment over the years, it has been the writing that has sustained us. There have been times where we’ve wondered why we still do this at all. The words in this book are reminders of that undimmed excitement that comes from the realization that writing can change how we see a film, ourselves, and the world.


Part One: 2003–2008

Introduction
By Genevieve Yue

There is plenty of advice out there for aspiring filmmakers. I once saw Werner Herzog standing outside a Santa Monica theater answering the question of how to get into the movies. “Go work in a mine,” he growled, “or a bouncer in a strip club.” The small group of young men gathered around him scribbled notes. Unfortunately, for critics, there isn’t a gonzo equivalent of Herzog’s prescription. To become a critic is fairly, even boringly, straightforward: watch movies, write, publish. Still, I found none of these especially easy. When I finished college, I knew I wanted to write film criticism, but how? The prospect of pitching editors was terrifying. I also didn’t have a way of seeing a film before everyone else, like so many critics seemed to. I figured the best way of seeing a film early was to go to festivals. In 2001, while drifting around southeast Asia for a couple months after an NGO stint gone sour, I happened on the Bangkok Film Festival, then in its fourth year. Later I would recognize that I had landed in the midst of flourishing of Asian cinema—Pulse, Millennium Mambo, In the Mood for Love, and What Time Is it There? all screened that year. I filed a report with Senses of Cinema, an online venue that was and still is friendly to emerging writers.

What I saw in Bangkok seemed incomprehensibly new and vast. I was thrilled but bewildered; I was poorly equipped in locating these films on a broader cinematic map. To remedy this, I enrolled in a graduate program in film studies at USC. If I was going to write the kind of criticism I aspired to, I’d have to do more than respond spontaneously to what I saw. I would also need to set films against historical and aesthetic relief, and to put them in meaningful dialogue with each other. When the opportunity came to interview Apichatpong Weerasethakul, whose work I had been following since Bangkok, I cold-emailed Reverse Shot, a newish journal that was more idea-driven than most. Their reviews never felt routine, but essayistic and deeply considered. To my surprise, the editors responded immediately, and asked me what angle I planned to take.

It was 2007, and Apichatpong had just released Syndromes and a Century, which had been banned in Thailand. I was terribly nervous. I had never interviewed a major director, but Apichatpong was disarmingly gracious and good-natured. He seemed curious about everything. He laughed easily. I relaxed enough to share that I had been shattered by Tropical Malady (2004), which I saw not long after the breakup of a serious relationship. He smiled and told me about a friend who had cried through the entire second act: “Everyone was like, what’s wrong with this guy? Because he was thinking about his boyfriend and how he couldn’t do anything or be with him, so he walked out like a zombie. He went dancing the whole night. So, it’s very effective in that way. It’s a great honor for a filmmaker.” Many years later, I remembered these remarks after seeing Memoria (2021). It was winter. I walked through the dark and bitter cold, feeling as though something in me had lifted. I think that anyone who deeply loves movies knows what I am talking about. Anyway, I wouldn’t trust a critic who didn’t.


THE SON (2003)
The Space Between by Andrew Tracy

It’s almost astonishing now to think of the teakettle tempest that erupted when Luc and Jean-Pierre Dardenne were awarded the Palme d’Or for Rosetta by David Cronenberg’s Cannes jury in 1999. That such a seemingly modest slice of peculiarly assertive social realism could triumph in a field almost exclusively reserved for art-house white elephants or Hollywood fare inflated by critical fawning was, at the very least, highly unlikely. Yet Cronenberg and company’s verdict was not simply a career-making coup for the Belgian brothers, but a rather bold recognition of those spaces going unfilled in contemporary cinema. Against the turf-staking instincts of so many of even the best filmmakers, the Dardennes had created a supple aesthetic that was wholly theirs while being eminently sharable. Their combination of formalist rigor, documentary immediacy, and social concern, if masterful, was far from novel; but the uniqueness of their work lay in something less quantifiable and categorizable. There is a pulsing life in the films that goes beyond their bobbing, neck-breathing camera, an inexorable pull towards the metaphysical while never departing from the most concrete of settings and situations.

A particularly illuminating case in point: near the middle of The Son, our taciturn hero, Olivier (Olivier Gourmet), a carpentry instructor at a halfway house for juvenile delinquents, stops for a late-night snack and is joined by his young charge Francis (Morgan Marinne). As the two eat silently in the parking lot, attentively watched by the Dardennes’ hovering, unblinking camera, Francis asks Olivier how he was able to guess his height earlier in the day when kitting Francis out with a work suit for his new trade. “It comes from practice,” replies Olivier. “From this paving stone here to the tire on that red car,” says Francis, “how far is it?” His head moving slightly back and forth, the expressionless Olivier gauges the space before him: “Three meters fifty-one.” Taking out his newly acquired carpenter’s rule, Francis methodically measures from stone to bumper. “Three meters fifty-two.” He searches for two other poles. “And from my right foot to your left foot, how far is it?” Again, the owlish head performs its survey: “Four meters ten… eleven. Four meters eleven.” The measurement: “Four meters eleven,” confirms Francis, as the camera tilts upwards to capture Olivier’s almost invisible recoil as the rule joins his body with that of the boy.

It’s difficult to articulate the rich multiplicity of effects that this deceptively simple scene evokes. On the one hand, the film is simply confirming what we already know about Olivier (that he is a skilled tradesman) and furthering the connection that he is (reluctantly? malevolently?) allowing to form between himself and the boy he has been observing with obviously acute anxiety. The scene thus simultaneously anchors the protagonist more firmly in the film’s designated world—as is done so frequently in narrative film, allowing a character’s profession or particular expertise to testify to his or her solidity as a person, or rather to that fictional construct which we agree to designate as “person”—while further prodding the viewer to speculate as to his motives. These speculations are considerably complicated shortly thereafter, when Olivier confirms for the benefit of his ex-wife (and us) that it was Francis who had five years previously been sentenced to juvenile prison for unintentionally killing Olivier’s infant son while trying to jack a car stereo.

Yet even as the scene performs these useful functions, it also produces a more unusual and pointed kind of suspense. As we wait for each of Olivier’s measurements to be confirmed, this simple guessing game provokes a kind of slow awe and excitement—not at the fictional character “Olivier’s” expertise, but at the sight of bodiless thought (as signified by Olivier’s terse answers) being miraculously transformed into physical reality. Paradoxically, it is almost as if Olivier is actively producing the space instead of simply reading it; there’s an electric thrill of creation that courses through the scene, an intangible feeling that the world is actually being made before our eyes. And yet it is provoked by one of the most fundamental of cinematic artifices: as Gourmet is not “really” measuring those distances with his eyes (though the Dardennes have cheerfully noted that, like his filmic namesake, he is a pretty fair carpenter in his own right), how is that thrill achieved except by actors reciting lines and performing actions given them by a script?

This scene, in all its unadorned simplicity and almost preternatural wonder, attests to that instantly graspable but maddeningly intangible project that the Dardennes have been honing to its keenest edge since La Promesse: a Bazinian revelation of the real achieved via the most fundamentally illusionistic properties of the narrative cinema. When coupled with the painstaking precision—of events and revelations, of looks and gestures—with which they construct their narrative architecture, the breathtakingly simple device of that insistently pursuing camera scores an ontological coup, enlarging the world precisely by narrowing the frame through which we are allowed to view it, indeed, most often making that frame commensurate with the body and movements of a single character. If The Son is the first among equals in the Dardennes’ remarkable body of work, it is because its dramatic crux most perfectly articulates the suggestively epic power ingrained in their determinedly and deceptively small-scale workings. Rigorously adhering to the circumscribed life, milieu, and field of vision afforded Olivier, eschewing any hint of allegorical or symbolic inflation, The Son moves organically into one of the richest evocations of worldly existence and experience achieved in cinema.

The puffery of that declaration may seem glaringly at odds with The Son’s microscopic artistry, but this only indicates the critic’s maddening quandary, forced to articulate the film’s inexpressible feeling of grandness in terms that can only do an injustice to the modest integrity (and integral modesty) of its being. Nonetheless, the Dardennes have brought this on themselves, for like only that most select stratum of the first rank of contemporary filmmakers they are not reflecting, interpreting, or commenting upon but actively making the world in each of their films. If the Dardennes are indeed the premiere narrative film artists of our time (as this writer believes them to be), this is not because they make Story sovereign above all else but because they use their unerringly exact calibration of narrative progression—in the movement from scene to scene and the movements within scenes—to activate every corner of the world in which it transpires. Even more than a revelation, theirs is a re-enchantment of the real, endowing even the most utilitarian elements with an almost talismanic significance. As with the red coat, gumboots, and hair dryer of Rosetta’s titular heroine (Émilie Dequenne), so the objects with which Olivier both casually and ritualistically vests Francis—carpenter’s rule, toolbelt, overalls—are not merely “tools” but ways of navigating the world and staking out one’s place in it. And even as they are used by the directing minds and hands of a Rosetta or an Olivier, they in return help define who and what “Rosetta” and “Olivier” are.

Beyond the proletarian provenance of their settings, the Dardennes’ is a materialist cinema in the highest and truest sense. Not simply demonstrating how the psychological self is formed by its environment, they depict how the self is an assertive and autonomous fact in that environment, shaping it even as it shapes them. It is perhaps this that helps create the strange wonderment of that measuring game. While of course we know that the physical world depicted onscreen precedes Olivier’s presence within it, his body—our chief orientation point, the “frame of the action” as the Dardennes call it—is the sole lens through which we have been able to perceive it; it thus almost makes sense that it would wholly correspond to his verdicts upon it (even if he’s off by a centimeter).

Yet even as the physical world of The Son is keyed to Olivier’s restless animation and knotted, latent force, it still persists beyond him. The blurred, sometimes almost indiscernible environments we glimpse on the borders of the frame are not the world “as seen by” Olivier, a banal symbolization of his inscrutable and perhaps troubled psyche. Rather, made by the world, he makes it for us in his turn, a reciprocity that constitutes not only the existential but also the aesthetic crux of the Dardennes’ cinema. More so than that of any other Dardenne protagonist, Olivier’s profession—which, as with all the others from Jérémie Renier in La Promesse and L’Enfant to Dequenne’s Rosetta and Arta Dobroshi in Lorna’s Silence, is tantamount to his existence—allows him to (quite literally) embody this. A creator in the most elemental sense of the word, making new forms from living materials, Olivier makes his place at the heart of an endlessly vivified universe, where the space between a paving stone and a tire, between one person and another, is not an empty void but a charged, living thing, an invisible current binding animate and inanimate together.

It’s for this reason that death seems like such a horrifically incongruous thing in the Dardennes’ cinema, and why so many of their characters (sometimes almost against their will) strive to fill in those absented spaces, whether it be La Promesse’s Igor attempting to take charge of the unknowing widow of an illegal worker; Lorna insisting against all evidence that she’s carrying the child of her murdered husband-for-convenience; or most startlingly of all, Olivier seemingly taking the killer of his child under his tutelage. Incarnated most nakedly and fiercely by the job-hunting Rosetta, these characters evince a stubborn, innate refusal to abandon life—a refusal that, absent conscious generosity, can transcend isolated self-interest. The Dardennes’ humanism is of the most unsentimental and—lame word—pure variety: joining their characters’ lives in media res, the films depart from them in the same manner, the unspoken epiphanies that signal their endpoints (rather, their stopping points) providing no solutions for their characters other than a cryptic recognition of the spaces that they occupy in the world. As The Son progresses there is a growing certainty that Olivier will not seek revenge on Francis, but our suspense remains—not because we expect the easy answers of death, but because we cannot guess how the far thornier questions of life will reveal themselves.

This essay was first published December 22, 2009, as part of Reverse Shot’s Best of the Decade symposium, in which it was ranked ninth.

UNKNOWN PLEASURES (2003)
The Elephant by Elbert Ventura

It says a lot about the state of the world that any country holding up a mirror to itself will invariably find the American specter looming over its shoulder. Perhaps more galling is that the reverse doesn’t hold true: Even in its rare moments of contemplation, America seems to think of no one else but itself. Having helped engineer the globalized moment, the United States has displayed a disconcerting lack of empathy and curiosity about its context and contemporaries. Such is the paradox at the heart of American exceptionalism: to know in your bones that America is better than the world, yet to know nothing of the world at all. And when we are sent global dispatches as a corrective to our solipsism, we respond in a familiar manner: we don’t even look up.

Such was the indifferent response granted Jia Zhangke’s Unknown Pleasures upon its limited U.S. release in 2003. An urgent bulletin about life on the planet today, Jia’s masterpiece received a handful of raves, but was largely dismissed as too difficult and inaccessible by most. That reception, and Jia’s continuing obscurity here, speaks to the insecurities that the movie explores. A snapshot of contemporary China, Unknown Pleasures can’t help but cast a sidelong glance at the behemoth halfway around the world. For America is an insistent, inescapable presence in Jia’s China: it is in its televisions, its speakers, its airspace. Most pernicious of all, it has infested that most private of domains: its dreams.

Located in the dusty backwater of Datong, a provincial city in northeast China, the movie depicts a global village in the throes of millennial malaise. Pop songs, music videos, news broadcasts, cartoons, and commercials—the white noise of technology and capitalism—flood its empty spaces. It’s a mindless soundtrack for a city that doesn’t deserve a symphony. One of the movie’s indelible motifs is the sight of viewers huddled together around a television set, eyes glazed over, happily narcotized by the flickering images. That this portrait of cacophonous modernity is set in a remote Chinese outpost is part of the point: even in the farthest reaches of the world, the atmosphere all but crackles with the hum of disposable content.

That unifying, invisible force is a source of both hope and despair. On one hand, Unknown Pleasures offers the possibility of shared human experience, the benevolent work of a media machine that brings the world into every living room and every living room into the world. But that outlook is too sanguine in Jia’s view. His despair is apparent in the movie’s ambiguous title. It evokes the impotent gaze of his dreamers—two friends named Bin Bin (Zhao Wei Wei) and Xiao Ji (Wu Qiong)—who fantasize of a tantalizing getaway that never comes. Their aspirations take the form of stray emblems —a found U.S. dollar, a bathetic music video, a Pulp Fiction DVD—that comprise a mythic view of a promised land, on the same planet surely, but an altogether different world.

Young, unemployed, and apathetic, Bin Bin and Xiao Ji spend their days in pool halls and on street corners, half-heartedly looking for jobs that don’t exist. When they can steal time, Bin Bin and his girlfriend sneak off to a rented room and watch TV. Meanwhile, Xiao Ji follows around a troupe of local performers who perform for Mongolian King Liquor. Dancing and singing on makeshift stages, they draw ogling crowds with their crude numbers. The newest star of the group, Qiao Qiao (Zhao Tao), a waiflike, pop idol manqué with a Louise Brooks coif, becomes the object of Xiao Ji’s obsession. In one fabulous cut, Jia moves from their first date at a noodle shop, where Xiao Ji mimics the opening stickup in Pulp Fiction, to a nightclub, where the two do a mean Vincent Vega-Mia Wallace impression.

As their fun and games indicate, the birth of the cool is explicitly traced to American iconography. But while pop culture may be its biggest import, America seems to rear its head elsewhere as well. At home watching TV, Bin Bin absent-mindedly listens to Colin Powell drone on about the Bush administration’s outrage over the Chinese government’s refusal to return a downed U.S. spy plane. Minutes later, an explosion rocks the night, prompting Bin Bin to ask, “Shit! Are the Americans attacking?” A funny poke at America’s trigger-happy reputation, the line works because it’s at once outlandish and not entirely inconceivable—not these days anyway.

The movie is less a frontal assault than an almost subliminal meditation on the American promise. The references are oblique, the critiques murmured. By design, reminders of American preeminence are relegated to the background: a televised image here, a pirated movie there. They will become raw material for the aching subconscious. Wholesale appropriations of American pop idioms offer a more pointed commentary. Watching TV, Bin Bin and his girlfriend sing along to a Chinese music video, which dutifully mimics the tropes and clichés of MTV. In their addiction to distraction and pop, the youth of Jia’s China seem to have internalized the worst the West has to offer and made it their own. Far from banalizing America, the images beamed into their homes have only made it more mysterious. When Xiao Ji’s uncle finds a dollar bill, he can only gape in awe. “Boss, you’re rich!” says a friend. Dazzling and inscrutable, the lowly single cannot sustain such outsized hopes, even as it inspires them.

Richly metaphorical yet bracingly naturalistic, Unknown Pleasures has the immediacy of an early edition headline. Images of WTO meetings and the selection of Beijing as host of the 2008 Olympics flesh out a vision of a China hurtling into the future. Nonetheless, the underlying mood is that of disenfranchisement. It is strange to think of a country of one billion as disempowered, but that is Jia’s perceptive diagnosis. It can’t shake that American shadow, a feeling it shares with the planet. And while the rest of the world can’t take its eyes off it, America can’t be bothered to look beyond itself. Remote and yet meddlesome, mythic yet all too real, it is the locus of incomprehensible contradictions: the wellspring of audacious hopes, and a cold, taunting manifestation of dreams deferred.

This essay was first published October 28, 2004, as part of the “Reverse Shot for President” symposium, in which we asked writers to select a film that spoke to them about where America is and where it might be heading.

THE VILLAGE (2004)
Twilight of the Idyll by Michael Koresky

“The better life! Possibly, it would hardly look so, now; it is enough if it looked so, then. The greatest obstacle to being heroic is the doubt whether one may not be going to prove oneself a fool; the truest heroism is, to resist the doubt—and the profoundest wisdom, to know when it ought to be resisted, and when to be obeyed.” —Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance

Is allegory dead in American cinema? How else would one accept the rivetingly short-sighted reviews of M. Night Shyamalan’s The Village? The only excuse for such a wealth of nonliterate responses is the supposed fact that only six percent of Americans read at least one book a year. In a way, the inability to connect The Village to its clear lineage of American fiction matches the film’s depiction of cultural ignorance, bred of willful, ahistorical blindness. There’s a repression inherent in choosing not to see the precedence of gothic Americana that enfolds Shyamalan’s twice-told tale. In his appropriation of a wide, timeless range of American custom, from religious conservatism to more secular folklore, the director creates a parallel history of the country’s foundations, from conception to present-day upheaval. As an ostensible period piece that investigates the basic governmental hypocrisies on which America is based, The Village functions within a pseudo-mythological framework that echoes the fiction of Hawthorne, transforming history into legend and back again. Setting much of his fiction within a supposed idyllic past, Hawthorne was commenting on his present, stripping away the pretensions of his 19th-century society to reveal the Puritan rot beneath. With The Village’s final revelations, Shyamalan creates a similar pattern, yet here it produces an ironic triangular catastrophe: 20th-century political radicalism begetting the search for 19th-century socialist utopia, which in turn produces 17th-century colonialist fundamentalism.

Not long before The Village, in 2002, PBS’s shrewd series Frontier House recontextualized manifest destiny as a reality-TV gimmick, a time-travel escapade in which snapping, battling clans of petty contemporary families learned to live without amenities, but realized that, notwithstanding backbreaking scythe-wielding and laundry-scrubbing, the more things change the more they stay the same. By devising preordained social strata, pitting the weapon-manufacturing Malibu mansionites the Clunes and the modest-income, down-home, country-twanged Glenns against each other, Frontier House uncovered the growing class chasm of which Alexis de Tocqueville warned. In trying to escape these worlds by playing at history, the Clunes and the Glenns brought along all of their mundanely insidious 21st-century emotional baggage—marriages crumbled, feuds between neighbors reached boiling point. As if illustrating these playing-at-real-world missteps, in The Village, a group of disillusioned 20th-century support-group members choose to retreat from what they see as a violent, baffling urban present into a simulacrum of a 19th-century agrarian commune, and in their attempts to escape violence, end up creating their own form of it. This terrifyingly apolitical and hermetic community exists, cut off from all outside forces, inside a Pennsylvania wildlife preserve, the elders’ descendants kept ignorant of the mind-boggling future world that lies beyond the environs.

In order to realize their dreams of utopia, the eight village elders, including patriarch Mr. Walker (William Hurt), have created generations of blank-slate paper dolls on which to hang period garb and project their collegiate fantasies of Laura Ingalls Wilder and Willa Cather. The elders have developed a simple and effective method for keeping the children—and their children’s children—docile and accepting of the world with which they are presented, which also allows Shyamalan to occasionally regress into more straightforward horror imagery (and for Disney to launch a campaign of wild subterfuge): prowling, grunting oversized porcupine-razorbacked, sharp-clawed beasts occasionally stalk and terrify the townspeople into submission. Never mind that the costumes look slightly suspect and jerry-rigged; these youngsters have never been exposed to anything outside of their own narrowed experience. It’s Shyamalan’s acknowledgment that rumor and myth can regulate a society as much as direct governmental intervention—both, in this case, become inseparable. The monsters in the woods, dressed in deep, rich reds, the things “we do not speak of,” are as much Ichabod’s Headless Horseman, a personification of rural intolerance, as they are Dubya’s WMDs—the threat that’s always supposedly waiting right around the corner but is ultimately fictitious. In the absence of real danger, it must be created. Or the natives might grow restless.

* * *

Through knotted bramble and twisted branch, the small cluster of colonial homes, church, and farmland in The Village is spied upon as if from a great omniscience. These establishing shots, taken from behind the community’s wooded boundaries, create the eerie foundation on which the film precariously sits; this is an outsider’s point of view—not of an era, or region, but of nothing less than America itself. Put aside its assumed horror genre trappings: the real terror here is of the incremental accumulation of social factors that breed isolationism, political complacency, and the never dying specter of colonialism. A master of the art of withholding, Shyamalan reveals his intentions with sinister ambiguity; as his narrative slowly opens up, the noose around his characters gradually tightens. It’s the dread of American history, of the past itself, that preys upon Shyamalan’s troupe of wide-eyed white “innocents.”

If all along, we are witnessing the foundation of a supposed agrarian utopia, then what if we are seeing it from the point of view of the monsters themselves? Shyamalan’s deceptively simple allegory ultimately tendrils its way out to this revelation: we can only see the mistakes of history from a helpless spectatorial remove, even when they’re being repeated, right before our eyes. Of course, what’s out in the woods is nothing less than us. We are the audience of the “civilized” monsters watching from the wings, from the thick nighttime dark of the forest.

In Frontier House’s final episode, the wretched Gordon Clune’s deadpan, table-thumping assertion of American values in response to having been caught sneaking a more comfortable contemporary mattress into his period cabin (“That’s the American spirit!” he hisses defensively) is reminiscent of Walker’s self-deluding rationale for the perpetuation of the “project.” Neither is ultimately more than a game, yet both have quite discernible, concrete consequences to the people involved. Frontier House’s homesteaders, like those migrants in The Village, run away from their problems, only to confront American history head-on. What’s acknowledged most is the pageantry of it all—Shyamalan pulls back the curtain to reveal a magnificent charade in which everyone is wittingly or unwittingly complicit in the world’s most extended re-enactment. The layers of self-reflexive artificiality are twofold—we haven’t even been watching a period piece, let alone a horror film—and Shyamalan leaves his viewers in a generic quandary and in direct contemplation of the project’s very conception.

* * *

“It’s hard to get lost in America these days, and it’s even harder to stay lost,” says naïve Burkittsville, Maryland, teenager Heather in The Blair Witch Project, 1999’s low-budget phenomenon, similarly informed with the savage possibilities of the wooded corners and deep forests of the American northeast. The Blair Witch Project made neo-Gothic a tradition fostered in Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown,” both of which blanketed their Yankee terrain with supernatural horrors that could be explicable by daylight rationalizations; the result was an ultimate moral darkness, being “lost in America,” as Heather puts it, and all that implies, a religious or ethical quicksand, rather than the unearthing of Satan’s own minions. For viewers to search for reassuringly literal, perhaps CGI-enhanced, monsters in The Village is to accept Puritanical doctrine itself, to worry, as Goodman Brown does, that “There may be a devilish Indian behind every tree… What if the devil himself should be at my very elbow!” Errant schoolteacher Ichabod Crane and God-fearing Brown, lost in desperately dark thickets of trees, are terrorized by age-old folktales, themselves made of the grain and soil of the colonial mentality itself, that seem to by their own accord loom up and ensnare them or frighten them away.

Shyamalan continues this tradition of, as Irving puts it, “twilight tales and local superstitions.” The village itself, presumably founded in the late 1970s, exists in a clearing in the middle of Walker wildlife reserve, surrounded on all sides by huge, ominous oaks and birches. For the community’s residents, this is an eternal nighttime—of ignorance, alternately blissful and worrisome. The creatures in the woods, which only seem to attack when provoked or when one resident shamefully crosses the boundaries, are manifestations of such ignorance, nonsensical creatures like Brom Bones’s Headless Horseman, specters whose purpose is not to kill but to terrify into acquiescence. By creating their own mythology and apocrypha, the residents of the village are establishing their own national foundations, returning to colonialism at its inception.

With nothing more than a jumble of historical and fictional references on which to base a societal structure, the village becomes a jarring amalgam of clashing sensibilities. By reaching back to a past they mistakenly see as unfettered by contemporary evils and corruption, the elders of the village have gone too far back. The utopian ideal, clear-eyed in all its socialist intentions, is replaced by something nefarious and dangerously conservative. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance, published in 1864, imagines a collective of disillusioned urban dwellers retreating to the countryside and giving up their sinful petty things to lead a life of rural transcendence. The novel not only reflected the prevalence in the mid-1800s of establishing such cooperatives but also Hawthorne’s actual experience within such a world, his own seven months spent in West Roxbury, Massachusetts, at the utopian dream of Brook Farm. The failure of Blithedale comes from the inability of radicalism to grow into something greater than mere isolationism. Though he befriended many of his contemporary writers of the transcendentalist movement, Hawthorne never believed in the idea’s spiritual richness in the same manner as Emerson, Fuller, or Alcott. The scrutinizing of Blithedale as a site of dubious moralizing and untrustworthy philanthropy comes from the author’s inherent skepticism of this sort of individualized social reform as leading to much more than fanaticism.

What soul-nurturing spot are the denizens of Blithedale and the elders of The Village desperate to attain? The wellspring of agrarian communities within the mid-19th century came at a time of widespread social reform. The scholar-minister leader of the Brook Farm commune, George Ripley, disturbed by the poverty and human degradation he saw around him as a result of the severe economic crisis in the U.S. in the 1830s, shared the fictional Walker’s good intentions. Are the children of Walker’s experimental village aware of American history, or merely their parents’ rewriting of it, their taking part in the re-establishment of a nation founded on bloodshed? The era to which they wish to return, when cooperatives dotted the landscape, was hardly a moment of innocence—so here, by regressing rather than reforming, the village’s elders replace the true radicalism of their forefathers (abolitionists, women’s and workers’ rights activists, education reformers) with conservatism. History truly becomes nothing more than a pageant, with only empty signifiers of a falsely political and superficially polite past.

The conservative streak of William Hurt’s squinty-eyed, grandfatherly village patriarch ultimately blossoms into full Dubya mind-control. By keeping his citizens in a state of constant terror, hyperalert to imagined threats, which are each given familiar color codes (red=danger, yellow=safe), Walker traffics in a widespread form of governmental brainwashing, one to which the media, complicit with Ashcroft, Rumsfeld, and Rove, currently capitulates. Fear is established, their way of life can continue on unimpeded—their utopia, knowingly founded on delusion, has become their prison. Regardless of the lack of financial motivation, power is still the primary motivating force. How long before it all collapses? If they must create their own terrorists, mutilate their own livestock, or fabricate their own Nigerian uranium rods, or falsify documents, then so be it. Shyamalan’s swirling overhead imagery of children and families huddling together in terror within their cellar “bomb-shelters” dredges up a half-century’s worth of Red Menace propaganda. The threads of history are in a tangle.

Like the original colonial settlers, the villagers fall into the same traps they sought to escape: government control, religious hypocrisy, violence. The level of deception and generation-spanning hypnosis perpetrated by Walker and his cofounders cannot be underestimated. Yet Shyamalan wisely, cynically acknowledges them as basic societal foundations. And most specifically, this is a very white community—tellingly, Shyamalan, a Hollywood director of Indian descent who was raised in an upscale Pennsylvania suburb, doesn’t include a non-Caucasian face in the bunch. Hurt is particularly well cast; with his otherworldly, timeless, halting cadences and ethnically cleansed patrician features, he has only grown more suffocatingly WASPy with age. Shyamalan’s intentional lack of diversity here hits like a punch to the gut especially upon a second viewing. Two drably house-coated girls, sweeping their front porch, begin to spin in a forced and mechanized version of a dance of liberation, then the camera pans down, catches a glimpse of crimson red plantlife growing up from the soil by the side of the house; the girls, without hesitation uproot the flower, tainted as it is by the “bad color” (Hitchcock and Ashcroft would both approve) and surreptitiously bury it in a tiny makeshift grave. The message is clear; here is white America, fleeing color itself. Fleeing passion, romance, the shades and wonders of life, as well as the supposed urban groundswell of violence of the 1970s, taking refuge in a past free of any racial conflict. A simpler time, indeed.

This constant intermingling of past and present social realities and misconceptions, and the ongoing struggle to reconcile them without falling into their traps, is what marks The Village as an incisive fable. Unlike the elders, the younger generation lives in the past only, a fabrication, and the inklings of hope and sparks of change exist within two of them: Joaquin Phoenix’s tremulous yet stalwart Lucius Hunt and his beloved, Bryce Dallas Howard’s sightless, humane Ivy Walker (their outmoded names obviously chosen with relish by their parents for their deliciously anachronistic Ye Old appeal). Lucius’s heart-heavy pleas to breach the village’s wooded borders to see what can be gleaned from nearby towns (“wicked places where wicked people live” according to Walker…an axis of evil, perhaps) causes the elders to respond with conservative panic.

Yet just as the notion of reconstituted agrarian societies were also heavily informed by the recodification of gender roles, Shyamalan’s narrative, always with a trick up its sleeve, realigns Ivy as its hero midway through the film. In a visually economical and brilliantly staged turning point, Adrien Brody’s “village idiot,” Noah, jealously, for love of Ivy, stabs Lucius nearly to death. Lucius is out of commission; the journey belongs to Ivy. Her sightlessness becomes our point of view, a cruel dramatic irony. Yet Howard’s headstrong Ivy refuses to be victimized by the narrative. Finally, we sense passion in this land of the dead; Ivy’s palpable love for Lucius forces the seeds of political awakening to begin sprouting. Returning with contemporary medicine for her ailing love, Ivy is surrounded by Walker’s cabinet of conspirators—though they have taken advantage of both her handicaps and strengths, her primacy in the composition foregrounds a possible radicalism. And will the community’s ultimate reliance on science and medicine rather than prayer push them further and further into a brave new world?

Today, as the death toll in Iraq increases, the more insistent our leaders grow in trying to convince the American people that God is on “our” side. If we can’t keep our young men and women out of harm’s way, then we can at least pray for them. Likewise, Walker also ultimately makes religion political by dissolving boundaries between church and state. Communities such as these, like those that moved further west and established Mormon enclaves from Ohio to Utah, can only survive if their founders believe in their own righteousness; it’s an attempt to establish God’s kingdom in the present. Yet in his oft-repeated suppertime blessing, “We are grateful for the time that we have been given,” Walker sets himself up as his own God figure; he has given himself this time, literally, hubristically. Through lies and political persuasion, Walker has inadvertently created a Godless world.

Shyamalan, on the other hand, has created a world full of sensuous cinematic riches, profound and wondrously spiritual. While national history is swallowed up by the deception of mythology, the natural earth glows with the promise of something grander. Roger Deakins’s breathtaking widescreen compositions make for a bracing experience, a world of eternal twilight, and Shyamalan’s penchant for getting everything in elaborate long takes reaches an apotheosis. In one scene, Lucius and Ivy share a hushed early-morning romantic confession on the porch. It becomes a miraculous test of wills: their profiles on either side of the scope frame, their voices growing louder with each new gulp of emotion, while in the back, between their imploring faces, a sinuous blanket of fog curls and undulates. Shyamalan allows us to choose what to look at: the unveiling of a concealed love between two young people finally emerging from repression, or that thick cloud of vapor, waiting in the background, perhaps about to issue forth some carnal beast to disturb their languor.

Of course, the beast never comes. If we can create our own monsters, then we can create our own solitary paradise, as well. The Village does nothing less than bring back love and metaphor to an increasingly crass nationalism. Ultimately, this porch, suspended between pitch-black night and gradual sunrise, is the film’s only real escape from political self-defeat.

This essay was first published October 29, 2004, as part of the “Reverse Shot for President” symposium, in which we asked writers to select a film that spoke to them about where America is and where it might be heading.

L’INTRUS (2005)
Phantom Heart by Genevieve Yue

Claire Denis’s L’Intrus takes its title and inspiration from a short book by French theorist Jean-Luc Nancy. This is not the first time Denis has riffed off Nancy’s work, or vice versa: previously, Nancy wrote responses to both Beau travail (1999) and Trouble Every Day (2001); then, for the omnibus Ten Minutes Older: The Cello (2002), Denis made Vers Nancy, a short documentary in which Nancy, on a train, discusses the politics of the outsider with an immigrant French woman. But L’Intrus—and Nancy’s follow-up article in the online journal Remue—takes the dialogue between filmmaker and philosopher to another level. As an essay that is part autobiographical rumination on the author’s decade-old heart transplant, part metaphysical speculation about the intervention of science on the human body, Nancy’s source material makes for a strange sort of adaptation, one that does not readily lend itself to cinematic storytelling. As we’d expect of a dense, poststructuralist text, there are few concrete images. Instead, we get a motif: a missing heart. It’s less described than palpably felt, a shared sensibility of estrangement and longing that is woven through both film and book, the sense of something departed, a familiar ache.

Where, then, do Denis’s images come from? Her cinema, so often praised for its lush, visceral textures, is replete with bodies pictured unnervingly up close in disorienting, disjointed places, and L’Intrus is no exception. Following the journey of the largely inscrutable Louis Trébor (Michel Subor), the film travels to far-flung destinations—from France’s Jura Mountains to Geneva, Korea, and Tahiti—as he purchases, implants, and ultimately rejects a new heart, all the while seeking a lost illegitimate son. The route mimics the year-long one taken in preparation for the film by Denis, who was drawn to the South Pacific for the way it symbolized an arcadian refuge for so many writers and artists, the imagined antidote to the malaise of everything familiar, a place so different from home. Along the way she gathered traces of Paul Gaugin’s tropical mirth, Gustave Courbet’s forest grottos, and Robert Louis Stevenson’s diseased drifters, whose images and itineraries are suggested in the film’s sweeping land and seascapes.

Yet these, too, are turned inside out. Denis’s Tahiti, which pits idyllic beaches alongside shopping centers and construction sites, is a far cry from Gaugin’s festive oils or the gleaming young bodies in F. W. Murnau and Robert Flaherty’s Tabu (1931), suggesting that the past Louis seeks, and the one imagined on and through film, may no longer exist, if it was ever there at all. The real Tahiti remains a place in the mind, a question left open as the film makes its dizzying geographical shifts. Like a fishing net cast in the water, L’Intrus jumbles together all its locales, both real and imaginary, offering little sense of order, or even so much as a backward glance. Underscoring this sense of ambiguity is Stuart Staples’s spare and perpetually unresolved score that fills the film’s long, wordless passages.

L’Intrus, with its loose ends and fleeting imagery, has been criticized for its formal impenetrability. Yet its poetic, elliptical structure is less a generic marker for highbrow auteurist cinema than a narrative necessity. As Denis has suggested in interviews, all of the film’s visions can be regarded as belonging to Louis: what he sees, or what he thinks he sees. Everything is a part of him, in a sense, but his sight, his self, is fractured. Like the multiple passports tossed into a fireplace, a real son, Sidney (Grégoire Colin), traded for a phantom one, or his own missing heart, the traces of Louis are scattered and lost all over the world. Home may be where the heart is, but in L’Intrus, there is no heart, no home. Instead, Denis presents the self as a “montage,” as Nancy describes, a series of fragments, scenes, and sounds that, like the parts of the body, amount to some kind of heterotaxic being. L’Intrus is a film as nothing less than the experience of living. We know little about Louis—where he comes from, how he obtained the privilege that grants him access to high-powered shipbuilders and black-market organ dealers—but as we see through his restlessly scanning eyes, and feel ourselves urgently propelled by his sickly heart, we know him nevertheless.

While Louis recklessly intrudes on others, coldly stiffening against the affections of his pharmacist paramour or arriving unannounced at the island haunts of an estranged friend, the film also intrudes on him, his thoughts and memories, and above all, his sense of touch. Denis’s films are more than sensual, but sensations of something close, perhaps too close. The vague discomfort we feel when Louis traces the deep scar along the length of his chest can be attributed to Agnès Godard’s sinewy camerawork, which holds fast to actors’ bodies, frequently moving, and in L’Intrus, often across borders. As with Trouble Every Day, we’re pushed right up to the surface of the skin: all the pores and pockmarks of a weathered life are exposed, and despite his gruff obstinacy, Louis is often naked in the most vulnerable sense of the term. Though Denis isn’t one for psychological realism there’s an unyielding contact that’s intimate nonetheless. We get inside, not because we’re invited to, but because the film demands it.

Here we get to the heart of the matter, the film’s core—which Nancy reminds us translates as coeur, or heart, in French—the strangeness lurking within, an intruder already present not just in Louis’s newly implanted organ but in every one of us. It is the part of the self that is buried deep: our hidden desires, the things we didn’t know we were capable of. At the beginning of the film, an anonymous Russian woman (Katerina Golubeva) speaks in low tones, offering a précis of Nancy’s text: “Your worst enemies are hiding inside, hidden in shadows, hidden in your heart.” She is the one who, with a weary smirk, arranges for Louis his new, illicit heart, which will claim a new life just as it reinstates his. She is also death personified, hounding his every step in breezy skirts and a trail of cigarettes. Knowing that the new heart will not take, she watches and waits; his past will catch up to him soon enough.

Like the Russian woman, L’Intrus furtively tracks Louis, glimpsing his erratic movements in fragments, and catching much in between. The camera is alive and devouring, lingering on the nape of a woman’s neck as she ties up her hair, or studying the crumbs across the table in Louis’s secluded cabin. The film can be frustrating for the way these details don’t seem to add up; characters come and go, most of them unnamed, and appear as little more than embellishments of the landscape. Yet in a broader sense, this vivid assortment of images relates to the obscurity surrounding Louis, who as the main figure, is also the most elusive. What little is revealed of him comes externally, in the colorful and erotic play of textures he encounters, dreams, and most importantly, remembers. Without a heart, without anything inside, this is all that is left of him.

After having arrived at a remote island, Louis sets up a makeshift home in which to receive his long-lost son (the Tahitians, meanwhile, hold an audition to see what native son might play the role of his heir), and sea-visions of his former self begin to appear, or rather, intrude: a young Michel Subor, drenched and despairing on the deck of a ship in Paul Gégauff’s Le Reflux (1965), itself an adaptation of Stevenson’s The Ebb-Tide. In Gégauff and Stevenson’s versions, a small band of men drift from island to island on a quarantined ship, cursed with illness and never allowed to disembark. Both the young Subor and Louis glimpse the palm-lined shore, perhaps the same one spaced forty years apart, but neither stay for long. Before his son has a chance to arrive, Louis’s body begins to reject his new heart, and he’s transported first to a sterile hospital bed, then a cargo ship whose destination is uncertain. As he floats away on an electric purple sea, Tahiti grows ever distant and dim. For him and for Denis, who knows from her own upbringing in colonial Africa the eternal condition of the exile, it is a shore that can never be reached, a fragrant dream that has already begun to vanish.

Both Nancy’s book and Denis’s film reach the painful understanding that the intruder is ultimately the self, not the new heart, but the one that was lacking all along. “A Man with No Heart,” or so the film’s working title describes: Louis is a heartless man, cold, like the deep-red heart resting on a firmly packed layer of snow, a metaphoric image that Denis lays violently bare. From his dogs, with their soft bodies, to Sidney, whose eyes flash a moment of defenseless anguish, he spurns anyone who shows him kindness. He takes hearts and rejects them, always drawn to the promise of warmth, but never able to feel it. All he can do is imagine the kind of moment captured in the film’s most breathtaking, most heartrending shot: a sleeping infant cradled in a sling as Sidney steps swiftly through the tall grasses of a Jura valley. Amid the fury of adult steps, the child, who, poignantly, has been named Louis after his grandfather, slowly awakens and smiles up at his father in the late-day sun.

Gégauff abandoned Le Reflux without completing it, and Roger Vadim, who appeared in the film, later took it upon himself to end it with a voiceover by Subor. Though he has fallen in love with a Polynesian woman who pleads with him to stay, Subor’s character refuses. He is, as he sadly describes, “doomed,” forced to reject the heart that’s been given to him and condemned to return to the sea. Half a lifetime later, Louis is still leaving every place he encounters. At the end of L’Intrus, visions of the Jura return in a wildly robust sled-dog romp led by the Queen of the Northern Hemisphere, played by the resplendent Béatrice Dalle. This might have been his home, or a dream of home, but the moment does not linger. Louis, we imagine, is already elsewhere.

This essay was first published July 9, 2009, as part of Reverse Shot’s symposium Claire Denis: The Art of Seduction.

TALE OF CINEMA (2005)
Topsy-Turvy by Kristi Mitsuda

As Hong Sang-soo’s Tale of Cinema begins, I fall under the impression I’m in for another story revolving around aimless youths on a frenzied, if this time strangely dispassionate, quest for connection. Or perhaps, I think to myself, it’s a testament to the ways the metropolis—in this case, Seoul—can crush the wandering and wondering drifter with the weight of its overwhelming indifference, the unkept promise held by those bright city lights. Then again, maybe the film plans to investigate an intergenerational rift announcing itself within the confines of the Korean family.

Each of these potential paths suggest themselves to me in the first 40 minutes or so of Tale of Cinema, but, grasping at the flimsy threads in hot thematic pursuit, I find myself each time coming up against a wall. The tale is a tease, flirting first with one trajectory and then, growing bored with the implications, quickly skipping to the next, only to discard again, continue to another. Because of its fickle nature, the tone feels discomfitingly random: distant and loose, as easily ironic as sincere. Is Hong’s intent to imply meaning only to subvert the expected reading? Is the active inclusion of my consciousness into the proceedings a part of his overall project? Am I meant to be this meta-attentive? I’m made acutely sensitive to the fact of how keyed in I am to such thought processes in my attempts to interpret this studied meandering.

Even more disorienting, gestures and phrases appear to exist as empty signposts; the director runs through a checklist enumerating cinematic clichés of the art-house persuasion, glancingly raising an awareness of generic tropes with the most abbreviated of strokes. So when a long shot illustrates leads Sangwon (Ki Woo-lee) and Yongsil (Uhm Ji-won) dwarfed in the frame by the surrounding neon-lit buildings, I jump to the conclusion that the following will parse notions of modern loneliness and spiritual isolation; or, when the characters as casually agree to a suicide pact as they would make a date to go out for a drink, I mentally prep myself for a dissection of youthful anomie. The canned iconicity of the visual and verbal stimuli is enough to set off this chain reaction of conjecture. Denied much background on the protagonists, thrown quickly into their hour of need, the spectator observes their actions without becoming emotionally involved with them. And this furthers a hunch that the director wants you to view his work with a clear eye unsullied by sentiment, to perceive his Tale of Cinema as an exercise, a filmic deconstruction rather than a story in which to invest yourself. And it certainly is this, though not in the ways you expect.

Autopilot responses are soon brilliantly thwarted, as Hong plunges us into an entirely different schema that necessitates dramatic re-acclimation. Assumptions and speculations made thus far get the rug pulled out from under them in an instant via a cut so fluid you have to consciously conjure what came immediately before in order to make sense of it. After an argument with his parents, Sangwon rushes up to the rooftop and looks around as he considers whether to jump. In voiceover, he declares, “Nobody cared.” Suddenly, we find ourselves in a lobby as a crowd files out of a movie theater. A poster featuring Sangwon bears the title “Yi Hyongsu Retrospective,” and we slowly awaken to the fact that we’ve been watching a film-within-a-film. As our focus comes to rest on a man named Tongsu (Kim Sang-kyung), we realize that he will be our true protagonist, and that the actress, Yongsil (marking the confusion between “real life” and “illusion,” she used her “real” name in that feature), will also play a part.

Rather than coming to rest on a stable storyline as one might expect him to do after such a sudden reversal, Hong instead continues to tantalize in a similarly provocative and perplexing vein. Rhyming passages abound in this bizarro inverse of the first half, as Tongsu attempts to re-create movie scenarios with a reluctant Yongsil as his partner. In an eye-catching visual differentiation, the latter now wears a magenta-colored scarf rather than the characteristic white one with which she becomes associated in the fictional text. Other events likewise take on an alternate cast, as Tongsu’s efforts to mimic moments of perceived romanticism inevitably end awkwardly, and perhaps say something about the fallacy of cinematic representations of alienation when compared to flatly non-poetic real-life counterparts. “You’re hurting me,” Yongsil cried to Sangwon when he clutched her breast too roughly during a desperate attempt at sex, but when Tongsu reiterates the phrase during a twinned tryst, it carries more humorous implications about her drunkenness than it does encapsulate a frantic lunge for feeling. Each narrative strand intriguingly informs the other, and the skewed symmetry of the two halves encourage abstract thinking over the refining of a particular message; the resultant echoes from such an overlapping of layers animates Tale of Cinema’s interplay between celluloid dreams and reality, rife with observations about cinema’s capacity to commune in intricate and variegated ways with individual and collective psyches.

What also emerges is a portrait of a socially awkward and slightly unbalanced cinephile whose obsession drives him to creepy behavior. Believing himself the originator of Yi Hyongsu’s movie—they went to film school together—Tongsu bitterly clings to a sense of wounded injustice. Focalized through him, we therefore find ourselves in something of an “unreliable narrator” situation, which prompts more questions. Did we witness Yi Hyongsu’s empirical version of the movie or Tongsu’s mental interpretation? Or did we, in fact, see it as Tongsu would have directed it? Were we privy to the entire enunciation or only a portion of it? Such reflections, in turn, give way to broader musings: Did Hong cut away from the embedded piece at an arbitrary point? What does it mean that he chose to shoot both the “fictional” and “real” segments in near-identical styles, replete with conspicuous zooms and without any marked differences to distinguish his own film from that of Yi Hyongsu’s?
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