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INTRODUCTION





An American No Wave


We’ve been here before. Film movements are nothing new, though sadly they seem like a rarity nowadays. It’s as if the idea of a group of filmmakers intentionally attempting to spark a revolution with their cameras is too dated, too romantic and too ridiculous even to ponder. It appeals to the ambitious 14-year-old within, even though the older, wiser, more cynical adult knows better.


But there is no reason why the genuine, conscious, aesthetic movement – with or without manifesto – determined to subvert the mainstream culture at large with its transcendental images should necessarily be a thing of the past. The history of film comprises such movements, whether they are of a philosophical nature or simply a stylistic one – even when not all members were conscious of being part of the respective movement, such as the workmanlike visionaries behind the films noirs. The 1940s had Italian Neo-Realism. The 1950s had the British Kitchen Sink dramas. The 1960s had the French nouvelle vague (which subsequently spawned new waves across Europe in Italy, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Korea, and Japan). The 1970s had the New German Cinema. And most recently there has been the rabble-rousing Dogma 95 bunch. Issuing a manifesto to the world in 1995, this filmmaker collective, which included Lars Von Trier and Thomas Vinterberg among its founding members, declared a ‘rescue action’ upon films that perpetuated the Hollywood myth of gimmickry, illusion, and lies. Brandishing a system of rules known as the ‘Vows of Chastity’, the Dogma 95 clan individually waged a cleansing campaign against artifice, mandating that ‘shooting must be done on location’; ‘sound must never be produced apart from the images or vice versa’; ‘the film must not take place where the camera is standing’; ‘shooting must take place where the film takes place’; ‘the film must be in colour’; ‘genre movies are not acceptable’, and so on. Directors who did not submit to these tenets were publicly reprimanded. Filmmakers who did adhere received a certificate and the guiltless sleep of a job well done.


Contentious, over-the-top, deadly humorous, and equally serious-minded, what started out as four films – Vinterberg’s Festen/The Celebration (1998), Von Trier’s Idioterne/The Idiots (1998), Søren Kragh-Jacobson’s Mifunes Sidste Sang/Mifune (1999) and Kristian Levering’s The King is Alive (2000) – eventually grew to over 200, though the originators of this conscious movement soon abandoned the stringencies of their own rules when it became increasingly clear that Dogma 95 was becoming a genre all its own – a notion that was anathema to what was originally intended.


Recently in American cinema there have been furtive whispers (appropriately enough) about a so-called mumblecore aka bedhead cinema.1 With minuscule budgets, non-pro casts and determined filmmakers such as Andrew Bujalski, Aaron Katz, Joe Swanberg, and the Duplass Brothers keeping their modest films low to the ground, the DIY spirit of filmmaking seems to be alive and if not well… well then, awake. Focused on predominantly urban, middle-class, white college kids and their problems with relationships, and the intransigent nature of life in their 20s, this post-millennial, mostly digital video-lensed (though Bujalski does shoot on celluloid) MySpace cinema, at its best, accurately chronicles the lives of its hazy-headed protagonists. But at its worst, this more-Henry-Jaglom-than-John-Cassavetes movement seems nothing more than American independent cinema at its most conservative, regressive, provincial, and imaginatively stagnant. Only time will determine the overall importance of directors such as Bujalski, Katz, and Swanberg. But while the lasting impact of the mumblecore films is still up for debate, there’s no arguing that these truly independent filmmakers (many of the films don’t even get shown at the Sundance Film Festival) are a refreshing alternative to many of the pseudo-indies subsidised by the major studios which flood Sundance every year.


Rumours abound that a cabal of American filmmakers, known not-so-secretly as the ‘Pizza Knights’, gather once a month to watch and study American films of the 1970s, the so-called New Hollywood era or age of the Movie Brats.2 But considering the disparate array of filmmakers who supposedly attend these periodic events – Wes Anderson, David Fincher, Spike Jonze, Steven Soderbergh, Roman Coppola, Alexander Payne, Kimberly Peirce, among others – and taking into account their own varied cinematic contributions, the secret order of the Pizza Knights seems more like a clubhouse of industry insiders who just dig good movies and want to hang out than a definable, significant movement.


Then where does that leave us? Has there been no real American film movement since the days when Coppola, Scorsese, Altman, Ashby, Cassavetes, Mazursky, Spielberg, and Lucas, among others, stormed the gates of the Hollywood establishment and, for a brief moment, took over and ushered in an aesthetic renaissance? Even then, though, the advent of the New Hollywood was an unconscious ‘movement’ based on purely commercial grounds – the box-office success of Easy Rider (1969) – that eventually opened the doorway to more substantial artistic opportunities. Did the flame of overthrow really die out when the directors of the New Hollywood tempered their own rebellion? I don’t think so, since the filmmakers discussed in this book commonly share stylistic and thematic characteristics that could well be viewed as a movement.


But before we jump to the present… a few words on the nouvelle vague and New Hollywood.


The Nouvelle Vague


The details that explain the emergence of the nouvelle vague, a term that journalist François Giroud originally coined in 1958 in L’Express, seem slightly ridiculous in retrospect, perhaps a bit too romantic and contrived, as if they were all the recollections of an aging sentimental dreamer. But we have the writings, the interviews and, of course, the films to prove the dreamer correct. And though, as famously stated in John Ford’s 1962 film, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, it’s always preferable to print the legend over the facts, in this case the facts are as alluring as the legend.


Like their literary American counterparts the Beats (Kerouac, Ginsberg, Burroughs), these Gallic hipster provocateurs were seeking something more tangible and meaningful to their lives beyond postWorld War II prosperity, industrialisation and bourgeois comfort and complacency. Out of the wreckage of that war’s aftermath, the seeds of a burgeoning film movement were germinating. With little money and no real hands-on experience (though plenty of experience and know-how gleaned from watching innumerable films), these ambitious art criminals stormed the cinema houses across the globe and proclaimed a crusade against the glossy, formal and, in essence, dead mainstream films that were the backbone of the French movie industry at the time. The nouvelle vague filmmakers were cinema literate, intelligent and shrewd, and their films were unlike anything that the world had seen. It was life projected, preserved, and volatile like the cinema hadn’t experienced in years.


The main culprits in the subsequent and short-lived overthrow – François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Claude Chabrol, Jacques Rivette, and Eric Rohmer – were a group of passionate, militant young men who religiously gathered at the cathedral of cinema in Paris, the Cinémathèque Française, to gobble up the images of the world at 24 frames per second and passionately argue the merits (or lack thereof) of whatever the Cinémathèque’s co-founder and de facto archivist, preservationist, and saviour Henri Langlois served up. As cineastes, Truffaut, Godard, et al devoured films from all over the world, sans subtitles, and gained their formative film education within the smoky twilight world of the Cinémathèque before making their own creative imprints upon reality.


While at the cultural epicentre of celluloid, the Cinémathèque was not the only catalyst for these soon-to-be-world-class filmmakers to make films themselves. Truffaut, Godard, Chabrol, Rivette, and Rohmer all wrote for the influential Cahiers du cinéma journal. Within its pages the group dissected and carved out their theory of the politique des auteurs, a theory that was simple enough in concept – that the director was the dominant voice of his creation and that the astute cineaste could extract meaning from looking at a director’s entire body of work to see a unified vision – but dramatically controversial and argued over by fellow critics and audiences throughout the world. And if the Cahiers bunch were to solidify the director as the sole ‘voice’ of his work, then they also had to decipher the various film genres, e.g. horror, film noir, crime films, westerns, or musicals, that the director was working in and how they maintained their voice. Brutally opinionated, Truffaut, Godard, and company began to systematise and form their critical designs under the guidance and protectiveness of the great theoretician and co-founder/editor of Cahiers du cinéma, André Bazin. Truffaut, more so than any of the others, subsequently owed many of his ideas about the shape of films to come to Bazin.


Undoubtedly the most important critic and theorist in the post-World War II years, Bazin’s early writings were published in numerous magazines, journals and reviews before he embarked on co-founding Cahiers in 1951. The journal, along with its rival Positif (formed a year after Cahiers du cinéma), championed American cinema from the 1950s and was stridently focused on engaging the serious-minded cineaste in seeking out the miraculous within the images before them… if the film, of course, was worthy of carrying such wonders.


Their approach to viewing film was liberating. The prize was not necessarily in being able to perfectly evaluate a film as a whole but to lose oneself in the moment, to fall under the spell of the image. It was a quest for the real: to find profundity within the mundane. For the nouvelle vague directors, their films were a plea for reality within the construct of an artificial medium, just as painters, writers, composers, and poets had similarly yearned before them. Despite their revolutionary approaches and end results, the concept of capturing ‘reality’ was nothing new. Before Truffaut and Godard ever hefted a camera upon their slight shoulders, the Italian Neo-Realists of the late 1940s had attempted much the same – to capture life in the moment.


The Cahiers du cinéma critics, who were more catholic and conservative in their theory of the auteur than the Positif gang, believed that the generation of filmmakers before them, with very few exceptions, were failures because they refused to dig deep, loosen up and document life in the present even at the risk of ‘destroying’ the reality of the illusion. They were disgusted with the absence of a distinctive director’s personality, which subsequently meant that there was an absence of a direct relationship with the audience. Much of the Cahiers critics’ antipathy was directed toward the popular French cinema at the time, what Truffaut labelled the ‘quality tradition’ of stage-bound melodramas, costume dramas and generally respectable, impersonal cinema. These were the slick mainstream, literary-based, financially successful films of the time. Ironically enough, it would be the financial success of the ‘quality tradition’ productions that eventually made it possible for the upstarts of the nouvelle vague to make their own lower-budgeted, on-the-fly pictures. The advent of lighter, less expensive equipment was also an important boon.


Despite their lashing of the ‘quality tradition’ films, a number of important French directors were not subjected to scorn. Directors like Jean Renoir, Jacques Becker, Jean-Pierre Melville, Jacques Tati, Robert Bresson, Agnès Varda, Louis Malle, and even Roger Vadim, who was closer in age to the nouvelle vague but already making studio films, were left unscathed. Varda and Malle were eventually swept up in the wave themselves.


Modernity gleefully crashed the stodgy party in 1959 when the first films by Chabrol and Truffaut were released. Although Truffaut’s Les Quatre cents coups/The 400 Blows and Alain Resnais’ Hiroshima, mon amour are frequently, mistakenly, given credit for being the first nouvelle vague films, Claude Chabrol’s films Le Beau Serge/Handsome Serge and Les Cousins were released a year earlier to critical acclaim but far less impact. Regardless of the chronology of events, Resnais and Truffaut’s films would become landmarks of the nouvelle vague, setting the stage for an onslaught of classic, unforgettable films. Truffaut’s partially autobiographical debut would become a monumental success the world over, eventually winning the young director the Grand Prize at the Cannes Film Festival in 1959. By the time that Truffaut released his second film, Tirez sur le pianiste/Shoot the Piano Player, a year later, critics and audiences would not be so kind.


Over the next couple of years, Rohmer, Rivette, and Godard – the latter with his bubble-gum explosion À bout de souffle/Breathless (1959) – added their own disparate contributions to the aesthetic onslaught against complacency. But the nouvelle vague was never just about theory or militant aesthetics. Style, and the ability to pull off a more free-and-easy, almost improvisatory atmosphere, was mostly due to their budgetary constraints and the access to inexpensive, lighter cameras and equipment. Even today the look and feel of the primary films is ecstatic, energising, and inventive. The great Raoul Coutard, the ‘midwife of the nouvelle vague’3, filmed most of them. His influence, one of lasting art and functionality, can be felt and seen in the work of Lance Acord, the cinematographer and frequent collaborator of many of the filmmakers discussed in this book. On a purely technical level, the influence of Coutard – who worked primarily with Truffaut and Godard – upon filmmaking has been immeasurable; and his work has been rightfully praised for its simplicity, beauty, and his ability as a keen improviser, especially in his collaborations with Godard. The images that Coutard created with his directors – Jean-Paul Belmondo and Jean Seberg strolling down the streets of Paris or lounging in bed, a cigarette perpetually lazing from Belmondo’s lips in Godard’s À bout de souffle; Anna Karina’s tears in Vivre sa vie/My Life to Live (1962); the startling use of colour in both Godard’s Le Mépris/Contempt (1963) and Pierrot le fou (1965) – are some of the most famous and memorable ever conceived in world cinema.


By the time many of the filmmakers were mounting or planning their second films, they were also looking for ways to challenge themselves further on technical and thematic grounds. Throughout the decade, the filmmakers of the nouvelle vague consistently decimated the traditional narrative form and film language. Whether it was the use of sudden jump cuts, use of ironic intertitles, long tracking shots, or working with non-actors with only the barest script, the nouvelle vague was always about capturing life as it really was even if it risked destroying the illusion. Ideas or expectations of what a film genre could be – e.g. the musical (as with Godard’s Une femme est une femme/A Woman is a Woman from 1961 and Jacques Demy’s 1964 film, Les Parapluies de Cherbourg/The Umbrellas of Cherbourg), the crime film (À bout de souffle; Tirez sur le pianiste) or the historical romance (Jules et Jim) – were consistently turned inside out. In Godard’s case, the utilisation of Brechtian distancing effects, calling attention to the distortion of the ‘reality’ being shown upon the screen (never more comically or obviously deployed than in his 1963 film Les Carabiniers in which a character attacks a movie screen after seeing his first images), was meant to heighten the illusion in a manner that would alienate the audience to the point where they would have to consciously think about what the images meant. But for all their revolutionary impact (and frequent posturing), the liberation was sometimes just plain aggravating, as many viewers no doubt felt with Godard’s films in the late 1960s through the 1970s. In the end, though, the various methodologies, narrative instincts and cavalier style of the nouvelle vague was crucial evidence that a soul can exist at 24 frames per second.


By the late 1960s, the two brightest stars of the movement had taken very different paths. Truffaut, though successful and increasingly popular, mellowed a bit from his initial mercurial, uncompromising self, though he was still making fascinating films. Abandoning the wildly experimental and free-form inventiveness of his second film for a more classical and less distracting style, he would go on to make Fahrenheit 451 (1965), based on the novel by Ray Bradbury and his first English-language production; La Mariée était en noir/The Bride Wore Black (1968) and La Sirène du Mississippi/Mississippi Mermaid (1969), both based on classic Cornell Woolrich noir novels; the historical film Les Deux anglaises et le continent/Two English Girls (1971); and La Nuit américaine/Day for Night (1973), his ode to the joys and huorous pitfalls of life on set, which would also earn him his first and only Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film. Throughout his career, Truffaut also revisited his most famous and beloved character, Antoine Doinel from Les Quatre cents coups, in a number of films starring his cinematic double, Jean-Pierre Léaud. Sadly, Truffaut would die of a brain tumour in 1984, robbing us all of the cinematic possibilities to come.


Godard, on the other hand, ever the uncompromising militant intellectual, would stray from commercial filmmaking altogether after his blistering anti-capitalist, apocalyptic masterpiece, Le Weekend/Week End (1968). The film contains dizzying technical flourishes, from an extended tracking shot of a traffic jam to end all traffic jams along a rural highway, complete with burned-out cars and ravaged corpses, to footage of a hog being slaughtered on film – a powerful scene far more shocking than any of the mondo films that were fashionable at the time. The final intertitle that proclaimed ‘Fin’ then ‘de Cinema’ was an appropriate exit for a filmmaker who was growing more and more politicised. Godard would proclaim himself a revolutionary Maoist at this time and he eventually disengaged from the constraints of commercialism, rejecting all capitalist funding for his productions. His subsequent films were infused with radical Marxist ideas and equally radical ways of cinematically translating those ideas for the public. In 1972, though, he returned to a semblance of user-friendly cinema that was also one of his best, Tout va bien. Starring Jane Fonda and Yves Montand as a married couple (she as a reporter and he as a filmmaker who has ‘sold out’ his personal vision to make commercials) who get embroiled in a strike at a sausage factory, the film has many virtuosic moments, including the scenes of the stage-bound factory and a final long take within a horrendously commercialised supermarket where a riot eventually breaks out.


Despite the tendency to be undervalued and taken for granted by modern critics and audiences alike, the ever-troublesome Godard remains one of the true originals of the medium. Still working today, Godard managed to beguile and spark debate with the release of what many consider to be his crowning achievement, the 260-minute, surreal odyssey of the moving image entitled Histoire(s) du Cinéma. Made between 1988 and 1998 for French television, this sprawling, defiant and loving tribute to the Faustian image, shows that age has not tempered this always-challenging artist. And to remind the world that he was still as engaged with political struggle as ever, Godard released the controversial Notre musique in 2004, a semi-documentary structurally based on Dante’s Divine Comedy focusing on war’s insidious shadow over human lives, including a segment on the Israeli/Palestinian conflict.


The other main participants – Chabrol, Rivette, and Rohmer – likewise continued to make films. Chabrol eventually focused all of his attention on directing films in the crime genre, earning the appropriate label of the French Hitchcock. Simmering with understated menace, his films remain intelligent examinations of characters living with the darkest of hearts. Rivette, never known for his productivity, nevertheless continued to make personal films usually focused on the sometimes difficult relationships between artist and muse, like the four-hour La Belle noiseuse (1990). His most successful and haunting film, though, is his 1974 masterpiece, Céline et Julie vont en bateau/Céline and Julie Go Boating. Rohmer has continued making films as well. His subtle and exquisite examinations of male/female relationships in all of their psychological complexity – frequently organised under such headings as ‘Six Moral Tales’, ‘Comedies and Proverbs’ or ‘Tales of the Four Seasons’ – are primary examples of a more literary approach to film and character while ceasing to abandon the cinematic possibilities available.


Forty years on, the imprint of the nouvelle vague is still gigantic. But the films are anything but daunting, even when they are at their most cerebral and combative. Joyfully anarchic, hip, moving, reckless and thoughtful, they represent a world of riches awaiting the inquisitive yet cautious neophyte cineaste as well as the seasoned, jaded filmgoer, despite the best efforts of some critics to snuff out their wildness. In 1959, a riot took place across cinema screens the world over. It’s never really ended. You just have to know how to look.


The Movie Brats: Hollywood Regeneration


In the late 1960s, a revolution of sorts occurred. Fresh out of film school, a group of ambitious, hipster barbarians stormed the gates of the major Hollywood studios, bent on overthrowing the aging and increasingly out-of-tune studio heads embedded within their castle keeps. But it wasn’t just Hollywood that was feeling that the times were indeed a-changin’. The entire country was fracturing due to the Vietnam War, the civil rights struggles and the women’s liberation movement. There was blood in the streets and men on the moon… but Hollywood remained clueless.


The major studios had been creaking along for years before the first artistic shot was fired. The slick wheels of production had slowed their churn after a series of major financial flops – most notably Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s lumbering epic Cleopatra (1963), starring Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton – and the persistent threat of television lured people away from the theatres. Much like the years leading up to the emergence of the nouvelle vague, when the French studios were, with few exceptions (such as the films of Jean Renoir, Robert Bresson, and Jean-Pierre Melville), cranking out efficient, stylish but vapid studio product, the Hollywood studios were likewise in need of something real, something dynamic to rejuvenate the industry. And like the scene in France, hardly anyone in Hollywood actually saw the first blow hammering down.


Modern filmmakers Quentin Tarantino and Paul Thomas Anderson, and writers like Peter Biskind, whose aggressively gossipy tome Easy Riders, Raging Bulls chronicled the highs and lows of the New Hollywood era with an addictive (if wrongheaded) zeal, have fetishised the films and pop culture of the 1970s ad nauseam. The film and television industry has also torn into the cadaver, ‘re-imagining’ and re-packaging many of the era’s more questionable television programmes – The Brady Bunch, Charlie’s Angels, The Dukes of Hazzard, Starsky and Hutch – into blockbuster movies or back into other questionable sitcoms (Happy Days transmutated into That ‘70s Show) for a whole new generation. Nevertheless, it’s easy to get carried away with the myth of the times, pining for a return of the reckless auteur-with-final-cut who would risk everything for Art while sticking it to ‘The Man’, especially when one starts to roll out the names of the main superstar creative minds behind the camera (Francis Ford Coppola, Martin Scorsese, Robert Altman, Robert Towne, Brian De Palma, Paul Schrader, Steven Spielberg) and the stars (Jack Nicholson, Warren Beatty, Robert De Niro, Al Pacino, Dustin Hoffman) of the era. Emerging out of the detritus of pre-1967 Hollywood, these soaring talents with one foot in Europe and the other on Haight-Asbury managed for a while to convince the studios that there was loads of cash to be made from the exploding youth movement and that mainstream audiences might actually want to come along for the trip as well.


Like most revolutions, it began with a bang. Bonnie and Clyde was released in the summer of 1967, and the studio chiefs at Warner Bros were not exactly happy with star Warren Beatty and director Arthur Penn’s sexy and rabidly violent film about real-life Depression-era gangsters Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker. Which was ironic considering that the studio in the 1930s and early 1940s had made a fine art and profit out of bullets, blood, and bruisers with films such as The Public Enemy (1931), G-Men (1935), Angels with Dirty Faces (1938), and The Roaring Twenties (1939), all starring James Cagney, and High Sierra (1941), with Humphrey Bogart. As scripted by Hollywood newcomers David Newman and Robert Benton, the romanticised Bonnie and Clyde would become symbols of reckless youth, and the violence they unleashed would spark with the outrage of Vietnam-era America. And in contrast to the cinematic gangsters of the previous generation, who always had to pay for their crimes in the end or find redemption due to Production Code advisements – or sometimes both (as in Angels with Dirty Faces) – these trigger-happy transgressors would remain defiantly unrepentant to the bloody end.


The Production Code of 1930 was a series of guidelines enforced by studio producers to curb ‘immoral’ behaviour in motion pictures, be it nudity or explicit renderings of sex and violence, fostering ‘correct thinking’ in the wild-eyed, fornicating, and violence-prone audiences. That was the theory, anyway. Tenets such as, ‘No picture shall be produced that will lower the moral standards of those who see it. Hence the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, evil or sin, were for the most part obeyed right up into the late 1950s and early 1960s. By then, filmmakers such as Billy Wilder (with Some Like it Hot in 1959) and Alfred Hitchcock (with Psycho in 1960) were helping whittle away at the Code’s strength by releasing films without approval. Mike Nichols’ Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966) and Michelangelo Antonioni’s Swinging London existentialist thriller, Blow-Up (1966), deemed risky for their language and nudity respectively, also contributed to the dissolve of the antiquated guidelines.


But it was the revisionist Bonnie and Clyde that led the charge of unrest with the most vengeance. Taking its stylistic and emotional cues from the nouvelle vague instead of the gangster films of yore, the film jolted mainstream viewers out of their complacency with its potent cinematic death rattle of sexual frustration (Clyde’s zeal for bloodshed is clearly linked to his impotence), ecstatic depictions of apocalyptic carnage and the cool bebop style of its fashionable antiheroes. This was the moribund gangster as shape-shifted through the lens of the French film rebels while still maintaining a quintessentially American nonchalance and anti-intellectual vibe. Bonnie and Clyde’s cinematic antecedents may have been Godard’s beautiful losers – Belmondo and Seberg – but Beatty and Faye Dunaway would have never been allowed to have a dalliance with ideology (even the pose of one) like their Parisian compatriots. In Hollywood, where ideology usually amounted to a warm gun, style was always preferable to ideas.


Both Newman and Benton unhesitatingly acknowledged their love of Truffaut and Godard’s films and the two Frenchmen were each approached in the early stages of development to possibly direct the film. The mind reels imagining what either one would have conjured up. Truffaut ultimately declined because of his commitment to Fahrenheit 451, while Godard reportedly became frustrated with the producers’ inability to shoot fast and loose on location, a requirement as far as he was concerned.


But the nouvelle vague feel is ever-present. These Depression-era gangsters hurtled down the dusty backroads of East Texas with as much existential dread as their French counterparts, blissfully living a life of detours. They were hedonistic nihilists destined to destroy the new order, annihilate a world not ready to embrace change, freedom, and the right to look chic doing it. This was not your grandfather’s gangster film by any means. This was 1967. This was the future.


After the mayhem wrought by Bonnie and Clyde (which was neither a critical nor financial success upon its initial release), a steady stream of vital films flowed into the movie houses echoing the turmoil and discontent beyond the cinema screen. Easy Rider (1969), the financial and cultural juggernaut that essentially broke down the Old Hollywood barrier once and for all, ushered in the era of New Hollywood behind its torched skidmarks. Regardless of it being nothing more than a hyper-psychedelic version of the youth-rebellion/biker-drive-in fare that Roger Corman had been turning out for years – like The Wild Angels (1966) – the film, which starred Peter Fonda, Jack Nicholson, and director Dennis Hopper, was a massive hit. The impact of Hopper’s road-trip odyssey through the back roads of racist, oppressive, reactionary America was just the film to force Hollywood to take notice, if only for the clang of all those cash registers working overtime.


Over the next few years, the emergence of New Hollywood would take shape and solidify the overthrow of the old conservatism. Talented film-school brats (so-called because many of them, like Coppola, Scorsese, De Palma, George Lucas, Spielberg, John Milius, and John Carpenter were the first generation of film-school students to make inroads into the Hollywood establishment), rejuvenated Hollywood insiders (John Huston, Don Siegel, Robert Aldrich) and numerous others who either entered the fray after years toiling in television or were already earning their stripes working beneath the radar (Robert Altman, Hal Ashby, Peter Bogdanovich, William Friedkin, Monte Hellman, Terrence Malick, Paul Mazursky, Sam Peckinpah, Bob Rafelson, to name just a few) would flood the marketplace with a variety of riches. This was the age of the film director as superstar, of newfound artistic freedom and ultimately incredible self-indulgence. But at its best, the range of quality productions released was remarkable – Altman’s McCabe & Mrs Miller (1971), The Long Goodbye (1973), and Nashville (1975); Ashby’s The Last Detail (1973) and Shampoo (1975); Coppola’s The Godfather (1972), The Godfather Part II (1974), The Conversation (1974), and Apocalypse Now (1979); Bogdanovich’s The Last Picture Show (1971); Friedkin’s The French Connection (1971) and The Exorcist (1973); Sidney Lumet’s Dog Day Afternoon (1975) and Network (1976); Malick’s Badlands (1973) and Days of Heaven (1978); Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch (1969), Straw Dogs (1971), Pat Garrett & Billy the Kid (1973), and Bring Me the Head of Alfredo Garcia (1974); Roman Polanski’s Chinatown (1974); Rafelson’s Five Easy Pieces (1970) and The King of Marvin Gardens (1972); Mike Nichols’ The Graduate (1967) and Carnal Knowledge (1971); and Scorsese’s Mean Streets (1973), Taxi Driver (1976), and Raging Bull (1980), to name just some of the more notable titles, many of which are considered classics today.


But as with any film movement, especially one as broad and nebulous as New Hollywood, distortions and selective memory are the order of the day. The survivors of the mêlée (Altman, Coppola, Scorsese, Spielberg) have now crowded out directors who were once integral members (Richard Lester, Michael Ritchie, Hellman, Mazursky, Penn, Ashby) and many of the most vital and important films of the era – Lester’s Petulia (1968), Robert Downey’s Putney Swope (1969), Haskell Wexler’s Medium Cool (1969), John Avildson’s Joe (1970), Hellman’s Two-Lane Blacktop (1971), Jerry Schatzberg’s Scarecrow (1973), Penn’s Night Moves (1975), Friedkin’s Sorcerer (1977), Ulu Grosbard’s Straight Time (1978) – have been relegated to the status of curiosities or footnotes, or forgotten altogether.


The end of New Hollywood was largely precipitated by the rise of the special-effects blockbuster, films like Spielberg’s Jaws (1975) and Lucas’ Star Wars (1977) that paved the way for a new kind of manufactured designer movie hit, with less emphasis on character-driven storylines and more on spectacle. That was certainly not a new concept, but as Spielberg and Lucas ascended to become the new kings of the dream factory in the 1980s, the studios now flooded the theatres with a flurry of B-movie fantasy and science fiction productions with A-list big budgets. But it was director Michael Cimino’s ill-fated, over-budget fiasco Heaven’s Gate (1980), a lavishly produced political Western and follow-up to the Oscar-winning The Deer Hunter (1978), which is largely considered the death knell of New Hollywood. Not only did it ruin United Artists, its production studio, but it effectively dissolved the idea of a director’s autonomy from the studio, with few exceptions. Financial flops, out-of-control productions and egomaniacal filmmakers are certainly not a thing of the past, but never again would a major studio allow a director to risk so many jobs and so much money to produce a few hours of entertainment.


The filmmakers of the New Hollywood did not die out. Some of them faded away, some died or became victims of their own private excesses, others were simply assimilated into the movie-making machine where they found greater success or scraped along, living and working within the shadows of their former greatness. But their collective legacy has continued to influence and dominate successive generations of young filmmakers spellbound by their work and they showed by example that it was possible for directors to make subversive, character-driven films within studio constraints.


And though the realities of an auteur working in Hollywood today are vastly different than they were in the 1970s, the filmmakers in this book – who all make films for the major studios – are proof that unique voices can still be heard within the wilderness… with a few broken hearts and bruises collected on the way, of course.


Charlie Kaufman: The Wizard of ID




‘I really don’t have any solutions and I don’t like movies that do. I want to create situations that give people something to think about. I hate a movie that will end by telling you that the first thing you should do is learn to love yourself. That is so insulting and condescending, and so meaningless. My characters don’t learn to love each other or themselves.’ – Charlie Kaufman4





What must have Charlie Kaufman been dreaming about while seated in the star-filled audience at the 2004 Academy Awards? Did he feel like a character in one of his own films – a bit dislocated though completely cognizant of their mental disintegration? Was he nervous, anxious and unable to remember the lines he’d written for himself in case he won? Did he feel his skin rub a little too closely against his bones, reminding him all too well that he was still a victim of his fears, insecurities and that ever-niggling bladder? Did he give in to mental revenge against all of the doubters, cynics and jackals that had surrounded him up to that moment, acknowledge the devil on his left just a bit more than the one on his right? Was he perhaps simply still in Malkovich’s head? Or was he at home, so to speak, in front of the computer screen or the typewriter or the piece of paper that he always scribbled out a first draft on? Was he merely Charlie Kaufman from Massapequa, Long Island?


Kaufman won the Oscar that year, deservedly so, for Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004). When viewing footage of his acceptance speech, standing alongside his artistic collaborators, director/writer Michel Gondry and artist Pierre Bismuth (who both came up with the germ of the idea), one suspects that, most likely, Kaufman was simply relieved, appreciative, and anxious to get off the stage and step back into relative anonymity.


The film, directed by former musician/music video director Gondry (who will be discussed later in this book), is a hyper-realistic mélange of fantasy and science fiction, examining the achingly painful disintegration of a short but intense romantic relationship between two downwardly mobile New Yorkers, played by Jim Carrey (in what is undoubtedly his finest performance) and Kate Winslet, and the separate, wilful decisions made by both of them to literally erase the other one from the mind with a simple, cost-effective medical procedure. It is arguably Charlie Kaufman’s crowning achievement so far as a screenwriter – certainly his most emotionally satisfying, nuanced work – and as close to perfection as any script can get.


He is our pre-eminent explorer of anxiety-laced inner space, a cross between Franz Kafka and Woody Allen, with a pinch of Larry David, a dollop or two of Philip K. Dick, and a huge slathering of Samuel Beckett sprinkled with Jorge Luis Borges to top it off. Kaufman is a postmodern, pathologically ambidextrous fantasist of the first order, a smiley-faced Bruno Schultz on acid. Quintessentially Jewish, American, and anarchic, he is provocatively, brutally honest about the fractured, painfully intransient search for meaning in a meaningless world. He is also just plain funny.


Although his medium is the motion picture screenplay, Kaufman’s intricately structured narratives, explorations of fractured creative or cerebral protagonists manoeuvring through psychological morasses of self-hate while still desperately trying to connect with the people hovering around them, and his fearless ability to oscillate the tone of his scripts between meta-fictional fantasy, self-confessional kidney punches, outright funny punch lines and a plaintiveness that is completely touching without segueing into the maudlin for even a moment, are as complex and psychologically resonant as the best literary talents working today – as David L. Ulin, writer and book editor for the Los Angeles Times, pointed out in his excellent 2006 piece ‘Why Charlie Kaufman is Us’.5 Like many contemporary writers of the New Fantastic – people like Jonathan Lethem, Michael Chabon, Kelly Link, Jonathan Carroll, George Saunders, and Aimee Bender, among others – Kaufman navigates the subterranean psychological terrain within the fissures of our conscious reality with a dexterity that only a great storyteller can deliver. And also like the great storytellers of the weird and fantastic, Kaufman knows that the excursions into the surreal are only effective if as much imaginative fidelity is dedicated to realising the world of his characters – the ones slipping between the figurative cracks, or literally journeying through the head of John Malkovich for that matter – in concrete, resolutely naturalistic terms. It’s got to be real… before it gets unreal.


For as long as the film medium has been around, screenwriters (the pure-bred kind, not director/writer combinations) have been battling it out with directors and producers for artistic recognition. From the unheralded silent film scenario writers to Anita Loos (the queen of silent film and early talkies sass and sophistication) to Ben Hecht (the first real superstar of Hollywood screenwriting), Nunnally Johnson, Preston Sturges, Dudley Nichols, Ring Lardner Jr, Dalton Trumbo, William Goldman, and Robert Towne, not to mention the flood of literary novelists and playwrights (Fitzgerald, Odets, Faulkner, Wodehouse, Parker) who have been attracted to Tinseltown ad nauseam because of the bountiful riches awaiting them – the Hollywood screenwriter has long (with rare exceptions) been the dog feeding on the foulest of scraps. And even when those scraps are good or at least nourishing, the fight for the last, bloody morsel is usually fraught with innumerable sacrifices regardless of the hefty paycheque at the bottom of the slop.


Charlie Kaufman is an exception – though as any working screenwriter, especially of the ‘overnight sensation’ variety, will inform you, the road to public recognition and artistic autonomy is a brutal one indeed. But the rise of Kaufman’s star, and his rare, privileged position as the true auteur of his own films, is a feat which only a few screenwriters ever managed, and even then most of them – e.g. Preston Sturges – had to become directors as well to get it.


Notoriously shy and reluctant to speak about his private life – ‘I don’t like talking about myself,’ he plainly stated in an interview for indieWIRE6 – Kaufman was born in Long Island, New York, in 1958. In the Salon profile of the screenwriter, ‘Being Charlie Kaufman’,7 Kaufman mentions that his hometown resembled the pre-fab designer suburb Levittown, a community that was intended as the archetypal neighbourhood of the future. But like David Lynch and the Coen Brothers before him, Kaufman was able to feel the strange currents flowing beneath the surface of all that suburban security and sanity.


The facts as we know them of his life are unremarkable. Relocating with his family to West Hartford, Connecticut, when he was a teenager, the young Kaufman attended William H. Hall High School to no great acclaim and graduated in 1976. As Enid (Thora Birch) from Terry Zwigoff’s film Ghost World (2001) deadpans in response to a classmate’s over-the-top exclamation, ‘Yeah. We graduated high school. How… totally… amazing’. Following graduation, Kaufman moved to Boston, Massachusetts, and enrolled at Boston University for a short time before heading to New York City and attending NYU Film School. The young Kaufman always had a penchant for comedy (the Marx Brothers, the early Woody Allen, and Lenny Bruce), enjoyed the theatre, studied films, and read voraciously.


Nothing spectacular. Nothing out of the ordinary.


In contrast to what many of us probably assume about him, Kaufman’s upbringing and artistic preoccupations seem to be no more outré or avant-garde than most late-American baby boomers inclined to the arts. But what is remarkable is how much the collective pop culture of post-WW II America – the films, the novels, the music, the comic books, the stand-up comedy routines – filtered down through his work, unlike many of his post-modern literary or cinematic contemporaries. Like the graceful, intelligent storyteller that Kaufman is, the residue of the culture around him, that permeated the very fabric of life in late twentieth-century America and that ebbed and flowed across the oceans, colouring the collective imaginations of anyone plugged into the pop-culture ether abroad, the influences are organic, hidden, embedded within the fabric of the story and the characters’ lives. Kaufman’s films are not movies about movies nor are they cultural regurgitations cynically spewing out the weird factor for the sake of being weird. Firmly grounded within character, story, and emotion, even when they are at their most fantastical, Kaufman’s stories comprise the basic components of classic filmmaking despite their apparent lack of commercial viability. Surprisingly, though, his films routinely receive praise from both critics and audiences alike, dispelling increasingly antiquated attitudes about what mainstream audiences will or will not accept. As writer/director Quentin Tarantino proved in 1994 when his eccentric and gleefully profane second feature, the pseudo-indie Pulp Fiction, earned over $100,000,000 at the US box office and garnered numerous prestigious awards including an Oscar for Best Original Screenplay, mainstream audiences will turn out for dark, difficult, bizarre, or uncompromising films if they are grounded in classic storytelling foundations.


After film school, Kaufman began to collaborate with a fellow classmate, Paul Proch (now a successful artist), on several projects, including numerous plays and screenplays that have, to this day, remained far from the public eye. The two friends, though, eventually stumbled upon some modest success when National Lampoon magazine agreed to publish several of their faux ‘Letters to the Editor’ and other pieces such as a Kurt Vonnegut parody, ‘God Bless You, Mr Vonnegut’.8


In the late 1980s, Kaufman moved to Minneapolis, Minnesota, and worked at the circulation desk of the Star Tribune newspaper where he answered phone calls from irate subscribers who hadn’t received their morning issue. He also filled in at the Minneapolis Institute of Arts while living in the city for the next four and a half years. During this time, Kaufman and Proch managed to write a couple of on-spec television scripts (which were never produced), most notably one for the then-popular American sitcom, Newhart.


But Minneapolis was not going to be the place for the ambitious Kaufman to break into Hollywood. In 1991, he drove out west to Los Angeles – like countless others had done before him – attempting to break into the industry. He landed an agent and eventually found work writing for writer/actor Chris Elliot’s short-lived television sitcom Get a Life! (1991–92), which found the former writer for Late Night with David Letterman as a 30-year-old paperboy living in his parents’ garage. The show lasted only two seasons. More jobs subsequently came Kaufman’s way and he ended up penning numerous episodes for the short-lived television sketch comedy show The Edge (created by David Mirkin, who had been an executive producer for Newhart, co-creator of Get a Life! and would later work on The Simpsons for several years), which ran for two seasons (1993–94), and working on the sitcoms The Trouble with Larry (1993) and Ned and Stacy (1996–97). He also wrote for ex-Saturday Night Live comedian Dana Carvey’s absurdist sketch comedy show, The Dana Carvey Show, which aired on the ABC network in the spring of 1996 and featured future comedy stars Stephen Colbert and Steve Carrell in the cast.


For all intents and purposes, Charlie Kaufman was ‘making it’ in Hollywood. But despite the modest credits and success, he was not writing what truly mattered to him. That, of course, would be remedied when he ventured into the head of one of America’s finest, most strangely seductive character actors, John Malkovich, exiting with one of the most peculiar and original screenplays to hit the screens in recent memory. An ‘overnight sensation’ was born.


After the critical and audience acclaim that followed Being John Malkovich (1999), Kaufman collaborated with directors Michel Gondry and Spike Jonze (again) on the films Human Nature (2001) and Adaptation (2002) respectively. He also wrote the screenplay Confessions of a Dangerous Mind (2003), based on the notorious (and highly improbable) autobiography of former television game show host and self-confessed CIA assassin Chuck Barris.


In 2003, in the wake of the success of Adaptation, rumours spread of Kaufman and Jonze re-teaming to work on an ‘untitled horror project’.9 Over the next few years, Kaufman would mention the untitled film during interviews, but nothing concerning the plot was known, other than that it was about the breakup of a relationship and that it would be ‘scary’ and ‘creepy’, though not disturbing in the traditional manner of horror films. The project eventually manifested into Kaufman’s directorial debut Synecdoche, New York (2008), focusing on a middle-aged playwright named Caden, who suffers from a mysterious ailment and has plummeted into depression over his inability to create art with true meaning or insight. Desperately trying to keep his floundering marriage to a successful painter afloat while kindling a separate relationship with a young woman who works the theatre box office, Caden grows more neurotic and horrified at the thought of being washed up, undesirable, and ultimately alone. But when Caden begins a new play, an ambitious epic re-telling of his life in the moment – complete with a microcosmic rebuilding of the city of New York as the setting of the ‘play’ – within the confines of an abandoned warehouse, his disintegrating personal life starts to become, if not completely clear to him, then perhaps a bit more meaningful, with the slight chance that he may discover a glimmer of truth before the onslaught of senility, madness, disease, and ultimately death snuffs him, and all of us, out.


The script (at least an early draft of it) is the boldest, riskiest, and most subtle exploration that Kaufman has yet undertaken, dealing with many of his favourite preoccupations – the war between body and mind, one’s inability to see oneself clearly without a major personality cataclysm, and the need for creating art as a way for the protagonist to finally break through their own solipsism, a way for them to see through another’s eyes, if only for a moment. Always an unpredictable writer, if Kaufman manages to translate a quarter of what is contained in the script to screen, it will be a major achievement. At 152 pages, it’s an epic, surreal, depressing, and comedic chronicle of one man’s personal apocalypse, one that approximates our own struggles within the mundane miraculous as well. Kaufman’s themes of the value of art to the individual, the search for sexual and intellectual connection with another human being and our frequent unhappiness when and if we’re lucky enough to get it, are also on fine display here. But there is also an added depth and emotional power to the script, a scope that seems to lift off directly from where he left off with Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind. With its slipstream SF setting and incandescent through-the-looking-glass mix of James Joyce, Philip K. Dick, Terry Gilliam, Dennis Potter, and the very best of Fellini, Synecdoche, New York reads like Kaufman’s masterwork, a tale about the ‘human condition’ in all its sadness, joy, humiliation, exuberance, defiance, and ultimate submission to the Great Equaliser awaiting us all.


Certainly a lot can change from words on the page to images flashed on a cinema screen. But that risk, that foolhardy need to test the waters swimming with sharks, is what makes Charlie Kaufman’s talent even more impressive. Somehow, despite increasing success, awards, praise and acceptance from his peers, critics, and audiences alike, the worst creative sin of all – complacency – has not manifested in his work. His films are just as surprising, vibrant, and unpredictable now as when he first plunged us through Malkovich’s inner being in 1999. Maybe even more so.


As of this writing, Synecdoche, New York has not been released or given a release date. Starring Philip Seymour Hoffman, Catherine Keener, Michelle Williams, Samantha Morton, Tom Noonan, and Jennifer Jason Leigh, the film will no doubt perplex, disturb, enchant and challenge filmgoers willing to work in tandem with a storyteller dedicated to delivering tales that refuse to talk down or insult our intelligence.


Embedded Within The Dream Factory: The (New) American New Wave




‘There are no waves – new or old – there is only the ocean.’


– Claude Chabrol





The nouvelle vague, at least in those early films by Truffaut, Godard, Chabrol, Rohmer, and Rivette that flickered across the screens of the world, was primarily known for its technical and narrative experimentation, sophistication and playful rebelliousness. Those early cinematic provocations went on to influence countless other filmmakers and storytellers around the world, and for a moment young filmgoers felt as though cinema was speaking to them and their concerns. Filmmakers in Hollywood in the 1970s, influenced by their Gallic counterparts, attempted to infuse their own films with a similar attitude of experimentation and an agenda of stark realism and leftist politics in contrast to the conservative artistic status quo of the time. But the majority of these productions – however brilliant many of them were – failed to snap with the same laconic coolness that typified many of the early French films. The films of New Hollywood, though groundbreaking and influential in their own right, were far too cynical, downbeat, and caustic to make for an appropriate comparison to the nouvelle vague.


But eventually America would produce a group of filmmakers that exuded much of the same reckless artistry and many of the attributes that Truffaut and company initially championed. This new generation of mostly American filmmakers – Linklater, Anderson, Jonze, Coppola, Gondry (who is French, appropriately enough) – are not bound by any conscious aesthetic, philosophical, or political outlook, unlike the original nouvelle vague or even the Dogma 95 filmmakers were. There are, however, a number of unifying themes that have become apparent in their work since these American enfants terribles first arrived on the scene. Highly idiosyncratic yet intricately realised, accessible yet willing to overthrow the constraints of formal storytelling, surreal yet always grounded in human emotions, this new breed of American film captures the angst of its characters and the times in which we live, but with a wryness, imagination, earnestness, irony, and stylish wit that makes the slide into existential despair a little more amusing than it should be. By examining the pivotal films from the chief culprits in this undeclared war on reality, showing how this unique collective of creators infuse their modern fables with elements of fantasy, science fiction, and Surrealism, we can uncover a subtle, subversive element at work within the staid confines of the Hollywood dream factory.


Which is what a new wave is supposed to be, right? Subversive. Advanced. Brave and willing to tear down barriers, provoking us with ideas as much as with technique. A true progressive movement would never consciously mimic the stylistic advances made by earlier artists. It would never appropriate, embellish, slavishly imitate or mindlessly copy without forging its own aesthetic path. All of the filmmakers in this book are challenging the status quo, and most of them have done it while rooted within the Hollywood establishment or, at least, right outside its doors with an occasional inside job, like Linklater. None of them would ever be so cavalier as to say it’s been easy. While the studios have been remarkably receptive to their idiosyncratic visions, there has also been plenty of trouble when some of these creators embark on pictures bloated with bigger budgets, egos, and risk – David O. Russell’s Three Kings (1999), Wes Anderson’s The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou (2004), and Sofia Coppola’s Marie Antoinette (2006) immediately come to mind.


This book is in no way intended as the last word on any of these filmmakers. It’s merely an introduction, a doorway to further study, further inquiry into a significant band of outsiders who have managed to uphold their unique and peculiar cinematic visions in a factory town that seems content to interminably huff away on its own fumes. That is, until the next wave comes crashing down.
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