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			Before You Begin

			Wes Anderson’s filmography is presented chronologically. Each film or short is introduced by a fact sheet. For reasons of space, the cast is not exhaustive, and for consistency, the nationalities listed correspond to the production companies and co-producing studios. Data that cannot be found is indicated by a question mark.
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Foreword

			The last time I saw Wes Anderson was in Lyon, during the winter of 2024. He was on vacation with his family and traveling around Europe in his bus. He had come from Spain, was going up the Rhône valley but was stopped in a traffic jam in Lyon. We went to a local restaurant and, as usual, he proved to be a generous and curious guest, not hesitating to inquire about the name and composition of the dishes in his quirky French. This might contrast with the image we have of him through his films, but let’s make no mistake: He was enjoying the andouillette gratin with his customary elegance.

			I looked at him. I felt a certain pride in having welcomed him several times at the Cannes Film Festival and, even, in considering him a friend. Wes always arrives in a group, assembling a tribe of people happy to be from his world—an “Andersonian consulate” he watches over, away from everything.

			Paradoxically, Wes Anderson does not come from space, but from Texas, from real America. And from the depths of the United States, he emerged at the turn of the 2000s as a screenwriter and director to regenerate world cinema, from the seabed of The Life Aquatic to the India traveled in The Darjeeling Limited to the European hub of The Grand Budapest Hotel. Wes Anderson is someone who lives comfortably both inside and outside the system and who explores territories that clearly escape the Hollywood norm.

			And when he seems to return home, as in the very moving Asteroid City, after having traveled the world, it is to explore in his own way, as through a book of pictures, a fragment of Americana, a skein of American mythologies, the desert, the extraterrestrial threat, the melancholy of movie stars… Because the central star of his solar system is indeed cinema, whose history he devours with relish, from high-energy American thrillers of the early 1930s to the restless humanism of Indian filmmaker Satyajit Ray. [As a guest of honor at the 2023 Lumière Festival, Wes Anderson gave a memorable presentation of Ray’s Apu trilogy.] He builds his works as a smiling observer, and nothing really distinguishes his animated films, like the extraordinary Isle of Dogs, a tribute to Japanese culture, from the rest of his productions.

			Dividing his time between Paris, New York, and the English countryside, Wes Anderson is one of the few totally free directors today, because he applies his freedom to all the constraints of the industrial art that is cinema. He has become one of those creators whose aesthetic universe is now familiar to spectators around the world. In the old days of cinephilia—which Wes claims to be a part of—an artist like him was called an “auteur.” An author to the power of a thousand, then!

			Thierry Frémaux, Director, Cannes Film Festival



	

			
Introduction

			Wes Anderson unveiled his first short film, Bottle Rocket, at the Sundance Film Festival in January 1993, and in 2023 he celebrated thirty years in the business. In three decades, this contemporary of American filmmakers Paul Thomas Anderson, James Gray, and Darren Aronofsky became internationally known. More than this, he became a fashion and design icon. Because Wes Anderson, right down to his appearance, is a style, if not a school of thought. His cinema embodies an old-fashioned sophistication and elegance that coincides with the desire of the masses to view the world differently, by putting technology on pause and looking within for the answers that a comment on social networks will theoretically never provide. There is nothing reactionary or backward looking about what might appear to be a posture from another time. Wes Anderson is a matter of taste, increasingly shared by those who want to escape from a certain form of digital standard­ization of fashions and customs.

			The Influencer

			“Miniaturist,” “Mannerist,” “Surrealist.” Wes Anderson’s cinema is often reduced to its “pretty” forms, a shortcut to extracting its equally fascinating content. In the same way that he accumulates details in his images, the author-director nourishes his plots with multiple lines of interpretation—dramatic, comic, existential, historical, artistic. To immerse oneself in his filmography is to be dazzled and also to reflect on human nature, which Anderson believes to be profoundly good. After all, his characters always have the right to a second chance after making amends. Whether one likes or dislikes his approach (naïve, melancholy, and funny on the surface), audiences experience something different that transforms them a little. As a result, it is not incongruous to see an art of living and a way of apprehending reality “in Wes Anderson style” flourishing on Instagram or TikTok, and even in everyday life. After six months of intensive work on his case, the author of these lines himself came quite close to centering all his furniture, buying vinyl, and staring longingly at others without a word being uttered.

			The Invisible Man

			From his early days, Anderson cultivated a sense of secrecy and mystery that contributes to the fascination he still generates. Apart from promoting his films, he gives very few interviews, and when he does, he refrains from commenting on his private life. Very few personal details are circulated about him, starting with his childhood (in Texas), which he used as material for his first films. Rushmore (1998) and The Royal Tenenbaums (2001), to name the most emblematic (although they were co-­written with Owen Wilson, whom he met in college in Austin), refer to several key events in his youth: his parents’ divorce (when he was eight), his place in a sibling family (he is the second of three boys), his artistic awakening at school (a teacher encouraged him to write and stage plays to channel his anger), and his experience of the control and frustration arising from his first creations.

			On all this, and more (his relationship with the United States, France, fatherhood, the international situation, the world of yesterday and today, music, cinema, etc.), we would have loved to talk with Anderson. But, true to his legend, he was immersed in the preparation of his mysterious twelfth feature film, which began shooting in Germany in March 2024. Based on the principle that other people are the ones who speak best of you, we collected testimonials from a dozen of his closest associates (most of whom asked for the director’s approval), foremost among them Robert Yeoman, his unfailing cinematographer since the feature Bottle Rocket (1996). With infinite patience and generosity, this respected professional gave us some valuable insights into Anderson’s modus operandi and his evolution over the course of three fruitful decades spent establishing a unique universe of his own.

			The Well-Loved Boss

			In the course of writing this book and our various interviews, an unsuspected Anderson came to light. Less of a “control freak” and less aloof than one might imagine, attentive and solicitous of the well-being of his teams, gentleman Wes is clearly the artist Anderson. The child still seeking to find himself, the chronicler of dysfunctional tribes, the voluntary Parisian exile, has quietly built for himself a film family entirely devoted to his cause—without, however, falling into the trap of idolatry. It is because of this communion around his person and the extravagant projects he develops that Anderson is able to make the most of the potential of his collaborators, who eventually come to resemble him and adopt the same work ethic. All are aware of and happy to be living an unparalleled collective experience (to the point of sharing the same lodgings on the shoot) and to be writing the history of cinema in real time in the company of one of its most illustrious representatives today. Anderson is a master of images and a lover of words, an aesthete and a storyteller, an artist and a craftsman. He is also a go-between, who is part of the great movement of the arts and who perpetuates certain founding cinematic myths such as film, the square format (borrowed from the silent era), and handcrafted artifices. Filled with references to the films that cradled him, his cinema is as much oriented toward the past as it is anchored in the new millennium—and the significant antimodern current that goes with it. Wes Anderson All the Films is intended to be as accurate a reflection as possible of this atypical profile, of a persona that has succeeded in attracting a growing audience while remaining true to his values and aspirations.




			
WES ANDERSON 

			as seen by his colleagues

			“Wes is a supremely creative human being and a master of the craft of filmmaking. In the years I have known him, he is always learning and growing and quick to apply what he has learned and to filter new experiences through his creative lens.”

			Jeremy Dawson, producer

			“Wes is very loyal. He likes to work with the same team and have a small group on the set. It is a very intelligent way of doing things. Many thanks to him for taking us on all these wonderful adventures!”

			Patricia Colin, 

			senior costume designer

			“Wes is a being with a slender, graceful body, colorful clothes of childlike pop elegance, and a head of reddish-blond hair that touches the clouds.”

			Alexandre Desplat, composer

			“Wes makes artistic choices that no other human being would. You can put ideas of your own in front of him, but he usually already has something in his mind that he’s trying to get to. That’s what an auteur does. He makes everything in his own vision. Wes is a great champion of artists, and I’m happy to be a part of the process.”

			Turlo Griffin, 

			conceptual artist and illustrator

			“Wes brings a very strong vision to all aspects of his film. He is the master conductor and the cast and crew are his instruments. He challenges all of us to work outside of our comfort zone. When you work on his films, you are not just making a movie; you are embarking on a life adventure.”

			Robert Yeoman, 

			director of photography

			“He is a true gentleman and a magician in the arts of film and storytelling.”

			Andy Gent, 

			senior puppet maker



	
		
			1993

			
Bottle Rocket
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			Filming Dates: Spring–Autumn 1992

			Screening in the United States: January 1993 (Sundance Film Festival)

			Producer: Cynthia Hargrave

			Associate Producers: Darren Kasmir, Lee Blumer

			Executive Producers: L. M. Kit Carson, Michael Lang

			Consigliere: Andrew Wilson

			Screenplay: Wes Anderson, Owen Wilson

			Directors of Photography: Bert Guthrie, Barry Braverman

			Assistant Director: Christopher Michael Knudson

			Film Editing: Tom Aberg, Laura Cargile, Denise Ferrari-Segell

			Sound: Tom’s Easy Way

			Makeup: Solina Tabrizi

			Stunts: Randy Fife

			Starring : Owen Wilson  (Dignan), Luke Wilson (Anthony), Robert Musgrave (Bob Hanson), Elissa Sommerfield (Waitress at Diner), Isiah Ellis (Man on Street), Temple Nash (Temple), Col. Briggs Branning (Man at Goff’s)


	
			“You don’t intimidate people with guns; you shoot people with guns.”

			Temple

			



			Synopsis

			Two friends, Dignan and Anthony, wander the streets discussing the virtues of the Starsky and Hutch series (William Blinn, 1975–1979). Equipped with bags, they non­chalantly scale a fence, then a gate, before entering a house with the obvious intention of robbing it. They leave without being disturbed, with a meager haul in their pockets. When the robbery is debriefed at a lunch counter, it becomes clear that they have robbed the house of Anthony’s parents, and Anthony is furious because Dignan has taken his mother’s earrings even though Anthony had expressly forbidden him to do so.

			GENESIS

			As is often the case with Wes Anderson, reality meets fiction, and vice versa. The idea for Bottle Rocket came from a personal experience he had while sharing a shabby Dallas apartment in the early 1990s with brothers Owen and Andrew Wilson and mutual friend Robert Musgrave. Faced with their landlord’s categorical refusal to carry out any work to make the place more habitable (in winter, the cold seeped in through the broken windows), slackers Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson decided to stage a burglary of their own apartment1 to demonstrate just how unsanitary and unsafe it was. Naturally, they were confounded by a private detective hired by the owner, who was a cheapskate but not stupid.

			An Association of Wrongdoers

			Arising from their disastrous association of wrongdoers, the two thieves, who had already written more or less successful four-hander screenplays, created Bottle Rocket, an absurd chronicle in which a duo of wannabe hoodlums dream of being kings of crime, without having the requisite determination or courage, let alone adventurous spirit. The characters are stubborn, more victims of everyday life than transforming it, to the point where, in the end, they challenge each other to a race because, in spite of everything, they have to keep going. Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson, gentle dreamers and facetious pessimists, have found each other.

			CASTING

			Wes Anderson did not have to look very far to find his actors: Owen Wilson; Owen’s little brother, Luke; and Robert Musgrave and his friends had the advantage of proximity (the roles were written especially for them), availability, and being free of charge. After all, the initial budget was a meager $2,000. Most of the money came from Andrew Wilson, the only one of the gang who actually had a job, and an audio­visual one at that: he directed industrial films on which Wes Anderson occasionally collaborated to earn pocket money. Andrew, the eldest of the Wilson siblings, also provided black-and-white film and equipment, in the spirit of a Good Samaritan. For the supporting roles, the novice director and Owen Wilson, his co-writer, auditioned a number of acquaintances, including Robert Musgrave, who had to try twice for the role of Bob Hanson, an irresponsible cannabis farmer.

			
FILMING AND PRODUCTION

			In May 1992, Wes Anderson filmed for almost three days on the streets of Dallas, improvising as he went along, assisted by technicians on loan from Andrew Wilson. Eight minutes were in the can, but the money ran out. No matter. The group’s idea was to proceed in stages, which was made possible by the ultra-­sequenced script, with a succession of independent sketches—linked together in post­production by a catchy, jazzy soundtrack. In the end, Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson even hoped to have enough material for a feature-length film. Fate would dictate otherwise.

			Mentor

			Fate took the form of a certain L. M. Kit Carson, whom the Wilson brothers’ father had met when he was running a public television station in Dallas. Trained as an actor (David Holzman’s Diary, Jim McBride, 1967) and screenwriter (Paris, Texas, Wim Wenders, 1984), Carson was a fixture on the local independent scene, unrivaled in his ability to unearth rising talents. Impressed by the first draft shown to him by Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson, he became their mentor, advising them to lengthen the story to make a real short film. His wife, Cynthia Hargrave, also convinced of the duo’s potential, became the producer for the project, whose financial setup was more a matter of resourcefulness than an ideal business plan. Expanded by five minutes (additional scenes were shot in autumn 1992), Bottle Rocket was finally ready for public release.

			RECEPTION

			The indispensable L. M. Kit Carson had his own means of access to the renowned Sundance Film Festival, run by actor, director, and producer Robert Redford, which showcases the best independent productions of the upcoming year. While Bottle Rocket did not yet show signs of a style that could be described as “Andersonian,” it did demonstrate a vitality and spirit typical of the off-the-wall productions of the time. The offbeat, even outlandish dialogues between the quirky protagonists and the use of black-and-white are reminiscent of the films of Jim Jarmusch, one of the gurus of indie cinema since the early 1980s. This unexpected exposure at Sundance would also enable Bottle Rocket to be released in a full-length version.

		

	
		
			1996

			
Bottle Rocket
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			Filming Dates: October 17–December 18, 1994

			Release Date in the United States: February 21, 1996

			Budget: Approx. $7 million

			North America Box Office: $560,069

			Production Company: Columbia Pictures

			Producers: Cynthia Hargrave, Polly Platt

			Co-Producers: L. M. Kit Carson, Ray Zimmerman

			Executive Producers: James L. Brooks, Barbara Boyle, Richard Sakai, Michael Taylor

			Associate Producers: Michael Lang, Andrew Wilson

			Screenplay: Wes Anderson, Owen Wilson

			Director of Photography: Robert Yeoman

			First Assistant Director: Jim Goldthwait

			Editing: David Moritz

			Composer: Mark Mothersbaugh

			Production Design: David Wasco

			Set Decoration: Sandy Reynolds-Wasco

			Sound: Jeremy Gordon, Roxanne Jones

			Costumes: Karen Patch

			Special Effects: Margaret Johnson, Randy E. Moore

			Stunts: Russell Towery

			Casting: Liz Keigley

			Starring: Luke Wilson (Anthony), Owen Wilson  (Dignan), Robert Musgrave  (Bob Mapplethorpe), James Caan  (Mr. Henry), Lumi Cavazos  (Inez), Andrew Wilson  (John Mapplethorpe, known as Future Man), Kumar Pallana  (Kumar), Tak Kubota  (Rowboat), Jenni Tooley  (Stacey Sinclair)…




			“You and I both respond to structure, and that’s what’s important.”

			Dignan to Anthony

			

			SYNOPSIS

			Anthony “escapes” (with his doctor’s agreement) from the psychiatric hospital where he is a voluntary inmate to join his friend Dignan, who naïvely believes the absurd escapade he’s planning will succeed. The eccentric Dignan wants to become a big-time thief. He brings along Anthony, who is less than enthusiastic. As a practice run, they break into Anthony’s own house, then hold up a bookshop. Their goal: to convince Mr. Henry, a white-collar gangster, of their professionalism.

			
GENESIS

			The long version of Bottle Rocket is the logical extension of the short film, which was originally conceived in a longer format. For reasons explained in the previous chapter, inseparable friends Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson presented the short film in 1993 at the Sundance Film Festival, their expanded script in hand, in the hope of getting noticed and raising funds to shoot additional sequences.

			Sundance Kids

			Once they were there the two videographers joined a writing workshop, albeit without much conviction. They were more interested in the directing workshop, which they ended up joining thanks to their mentor and benefactor, L. M. Kit Carson, whose influence was very real in the small world of American independent cinema. It was a big disappointment, as Anderson and Wilson had expected to film scenes and learn the craft, but they had to be content discussing their script and feature film project with kindly people who did not consider them their equals.

			The Royal Road

			The Sundance experience was not a fiasco, but it certainly felt like one. Anderson and Wilson never imagined they would have to start from scratch for this film. They made contacts and generated interest, but nothing concrete came of it: no one promised to finance new sequences. Their dream seemed to have come to nothing. But Carson was not one to be deterred, as he approached a number of Hollywood heavyweights. Among his acquaintances was producer Barbara Boyle, to whom he sent a video of the short film and the screenplay for the feature. Enthused, she forwarded the material to Polly Platt, a major player. Married between 1962 and 1971 to Peter Bogdanovich (champion of the New Hollywood movement born in the late 1960s, which saw the emergence of a generation of filmmakers freed from the tutelage of the studios), whose most emblematic films she produced, Polly Platt was also the first woman to become a member of the American film industry’s main professional union, the Art Directors Guild. Her credits as a producer include films as diverse as The Witches of Eastwick (George Miller, 1987), Big (Penny Marshall, 1988) and The War of the Roses (Danny DeVito, 1989).



			
			Freeze Frame

			The opening shot of Bottle Rocket is historic: the sound of a match striking precedes the appearance of the title, in black on a bright red background. It is historic because, for the first time, Wes Anderson uses the Futura typeface, which he uses in all his subsequent films, right up to Moonrise Kingdom (2012). Given the director’s penchant for the written word, this is anything but insignificant. Letterer Jessica Hische went so far as to create a font especially for Moonrise Kingdom, which she marketed in 2014 under the name Tilda.

			



			A New Mentor

			At the time of these events, in early 1993, Polly Platt was still vice president of Gracie Films, a major film and TV production company founded by writer-­director James Lawrence Brooks (also known as James L. Brooks or Jim), whose claim to fame was launching the animated series The Simpsons (1989–). It was Polly Platt who originally suggested that Brooks should meet Matt Groening, creator of that famous yellow-skinned family. In short, her opinion counted. The one she gave in the Bottle Rocket project’s press kit was unequiv­ocal: “The short was an exuberant, beautiful piece of work and what was extraordinary was the fascinating sense of humor that colored the piece. [ . . . ] I heard a new voice in the script. It was just exceptional writing, funny, different, with brilliant, completely original characters.”1

			Brooks, whom Platt had alerted, was in turn convinced, and met with the two thieves to ask them to rewrite the script. While Brooks liked their world, their tone, and even their (mostly nonprofessional) actors, he felt he needed to present something more straightforward to Columbia Pictures, Gracie Films’ preferred distribution and exhibition partner. So Brooks set them up in a plush Los Angeles office, where Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson discovered a comfortable working environment that was a welcome change from their Texas bedroom.

			
“Jim’s voice”

			Eighteen months of hectic rewriting later, the script for the long version of Bottle Rocket was finally ready. Anderson would say that Brooks taught them how to articulate a screenplay. “Since then, I’ve heard Jim’s voice when I write,” he assures us.2 The basis of the short film is there: most of the sequences (the initial robbery of Anthony’s parents’ house followed by a lunch counter scene, the pistol-­shooting session, the meeting to prepare the bookshop robbery, and so on) are repeated with a different cut. On the other hand, the story opens with a close-up of Anthony’s face, a way of making it clear that he is the film’s protagonist, a regular young man with whom we can identify. In fact, it is more subtle than that; as the story unfolds, Dignan’s character acquires an unexpected depth, to the point where, at the end, he appears as a different kind of hero, unpredictable and irritating, but endearing. After all, the last shot of the film is dedicated to him. While the short version of Bottle Rocket was a portrait of two irresponsible good guys for whom life was sliding away a little, the long version appears less frivolous and confronts these man-children with their (bad) choices and their adult responsibilities.

			CASTING

			For the long version, James L. Brooks did not question the original casting, which brought a vitality, authenticity, and freshness that were indispensable to the project. In his eyes, Luke Wilson (Anthony) had the presence of Robert Mitchum, and Owen Wilson (Dignan) was reminiscent of Montgomery Clift. This is what Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson reported.3 (Were they joking?) The two Wilson brothers remained, as did their comrade Robert Musgrave in the role of Bob, the son of a good family, a cannabis grower in his spare time, and now a getaway driver. The happy band also had no trouble casting their Texan relatives and acquaintances. Andrew Wilson (the eldest Wilson brother) plays John Mapplethorpe, aka Future Man, Bob’s brother and chief stalker. Kumar Pallana, a septuagenarian of Indian origin whose son runs a Dallas restaurant frequented by the gang, plays a bumbling safecracker. Temple Nash reprises his role as a gun seller in the short film. Last but not least, Stephen Dignan (Rob, the bow tie–wearing bookstore clerk) and Brian Tenenbaum (Future Man’s sidekick), two friends of Anderson and Wilson (who obviously liked their friends’ stage names), also appear in the credits.

			Making Room for the Professionals

			Two roles, new in the long film, required professional actors because of their dramaturgical importance: Inez, the young maid in the motel where the gang ends up after the bookshop robbery, and Mr. Henry, a mafioso who hides his illegal activities behind a gardening business. Inez brings a romantic touch to the story (Anthony falls in love with her, damaging his relationship with Dignan and altering his relationship with the world), while Mr. Henry shifts the narrative into something more sarcastic, even postmodern, conveying the codes of film noir while at the same time caricaturing them—the film’s vaguely Tarantinian side.

			LUMI-nous

			Relatively unknown in the United States, Mexican actress Lumi Cavazos first came to prominence as the lead in Como agua para chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate, Alfonso Arau, 1992), nominated for a Golden Globe for Best Foreign Film in 1993. In this historical drama, her character found in the art of cooking to be an outlet for her all-consuming but forbidden passion for her brother-in-law. It was a role with little dialogue, where emotions were conveyed through her glances and her art of preparing food. This is exactly what defines Inez, the Paraguayan cleaning lady surprised by Anthony’s interest in her. The impossibility of their communication (she cannot understand English) is compounded by her natural modesty, which hinders the realization of this budding love. As Wes Anderson said, the character, who was not as present in the script, was enriched by Lumi Cavazos’ personality.4

			Mr. Caan

			To play Mr. Henry, the gangster disguised as a respected citizen, Columbia wanted a big name to counterbalance the anonymity of the rest of the cast. Someone with a big impact was needed. Anderson initially considered Bill Murray, who remained unreachable (but it would only be a matter of time in his case). As it turned out, the director’s agent was also that of James Caan, a Hollywood legend who had fallen from grace for acts of violence (for which he was not convicted), which led him to enter rehab and stay away from the cinema. In 1996, he made a comeback on the big screen, and the role of Mr. Henry was certainly an aspect of his renewed reputation. It has to be said that Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson had unwittingly written a tailor-made film. Who better than the man who played Santino “Sonny” Corleone in The Godfather (Francis Ford Coppola, 1972) or the martyred novelist in Misery (Rob Reiner, 1990)? Intense and explosive, James Caan imposed upon Anderson the presence of his Japanese karate teacher, Tak Kubota, with whom he plays the film’s most zany scene, proof of the Texan filmmaker’s ability to adapt. “These kids seem to have their heads in the right place,” he confided about Anderson and his gang in the press kit. “They’re talented, funny, nice to be with and are good souls, which is not a common trait to find in this business.”5




			
FILMING AND PRODUCTION

			During preproduction, Anderson contacted Robert D. Yeoman, a cinematographer renowned for his work with William Friedkin (Rampage, 1987) and Gus Van Sant (Drugstore Cowboy, 1989), with whom he would like to work. To this end, he sent him a handwritten letter, dated March 1, 1994, accompanied by the synopsis and VHS of the Bottle Rocket short. This prompted the technician to meet this promising young director at the offices of Gracie Films. “My first impression was that he looked like a high school kid,” recalls Yeoman. “We immediately hit it off and talked about movies we both liked, ones we didn’t like, or which might inspire us for Bottle Rocket’s look, and so on. We seemed connected on so many levels! When I left, I knew I was in the presence of a very intelligent director who knew where he was going, with a clear vision for his film. I hoped I’d be hired, and was very excited when I got the confirmation call.”6

			Hesitant Beginnings of the “Wes Touch”

			Filming began in and around Dallas in late 1994. Some of the locations used for the short film were reused, while others formed imposing new sets that hinted at Anderson’s visions. The huge motel, with its deep red accents, is the setting for the romance between Inez and Anthony and has an early feel of the palace in The Grand Budapest Hotel (2014). As for the vast refrigerated warehouse, the scene of the ultimate heist, its endless corridors, airlocks, ladders, and open elevators (where Anderson places his camera to simulate vertical panning) are all precursory signature effects.

			Visually, however, Bottle Rocket remains an object apart in Wes Anderson’s filmography, where his hands are not yet completely free. Columbia was keeping a close eye on things. “Originally, we wanted to shoot this feature with anamorphic lenses,” says Yeoman. “The story featured three main characters, and we felt that the wide format would enable us to have more dynamic compositions. The studio was not convinced and asked us to shoot a test during the prep period. We shot a scene from the script with both anamorphic lenses [in a 2.40 format] and spherical lenses [in 1.85]. We purposely made the shots in anamorphic more interesting with stronger compositions and better lighting. For the spherical shots we made the compositions slightly awkward, and I lit the shots with less contrast. When the studio saw our tests they felt that there was no difference between the formats and told us we had to shoot spherical. [ . . . ] We were disappointed.”7

			Grand Angle

			Anderson and Yeoman were nevertheless determined to make the film visually distinctive. To achieve this, they came up with the idea of using a rare short focal length: 27 mm. “Wes and I both loved Rosemary’s Baby and heard that it was shot entirely on a 20 mm lens,” says the cinematographer.8 “There was a visual coherence and atmosphere that appealed to both of us. As the slightly wider spherical lenses came closest in terms of rendering, we opted for the Panavision 27 mm Primo. And so our adventure began . . . ”

			As usual, the two men would have had to change focal lengths from time to time, particularly for close-ups. Yeoman recalls with amusement the clever dodge he and Anderson had devised. “When our producer realized that we were only using one lens, he went to the set to ask us to vary it. So we put tape over the lens marking and continued to use it, but we wrote 50 mm, 75 mm, and 100 mm on the camera reports.

			A few days later, the producer came back to the set, satisfied: ‘I see you’re using other lenses now.’ ‘Oh yeah!’ I replied. Of course the entire movie was shot on the 27 mm except for a very few closeups of Lumi Cavazos which were shot on a 35 mm. I don’t think the studio ever knew the difference.”9

			Changes in Tone

			Another assertive directorial choice concerns the colors that define the evolution of the characters. In the first part (up to the bookshop robbery), Anthony, the hero, wears a firecracker-red sweater that contrasts with Dignan’s neutral polo shirts and Bob’s black suit. In the second part (from the motel stay to the clash between Anthony and Dignan), the world around them takes on an iridescent sheen that reflects a more positive state of mind. In this regard, Yeoman has an amusing anecdote about the phosphorescent blue of the motel pool. “We had to deal with the issue that the water was very green, which was not particularly attractive. It was too costly to drain the pool, clean it, then refill it, so we came up with the idea of putting blue gels on our underwater lights to change the color of the water. It was particularly effective in the night scenes.”10 Finally, in the last part of the film (where the gang re-forms), a form of chromatic neutrality takes over again, broken by the yellow jumpsuit worn by Dignan, who now takes center stage and will impose this extravagant outfit on his accomplices during the final robbery.

			Jazzy

			Some American observers may have thought at the time that the famous yellow jumpsuits worn by Dignan and his gang were a nod to the composer of the film’s soundtrack, Mark Mothersbaugh. In his new wave band Devo, famous for the eccentric look of its members, he wore a similar outfit. This was a mere coincidence, since when the film was written and shot, Devo’s lead singer was not yet attached to the project. Nevertheless, it was the sign of an obvious meeting of minds, which was confirmed during post-production of Bottle Rocket. Present at a test screening of the film, Mothersbaugh then contacted Wes Anderson to offer his services. The director did not hesitate for a second and was not sorry to do so: the musician’s jazzy, slightly bossa nova–like score fits perfectly with the film’s offbeat ambience and the actors’ flippant performance. Happy with their collaboration, the two men went on to work together on The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou (2004).


			
			For Wes Addicts

			The most observant will have noticed that Owen Wilson ends up in a prison called Wasco. This is a nod to set designer David Wasco, with whom Wes Anderson began a long-term collaboration. The two men had become friends on the set of Pulp Fiction (Quentin Tarantino, 1994), where Wasco worked and where Anderson had gone when he was in talks with Miramax on the financing of Bottle Rocket.

			



			RECEPTION

			A disaster. A slap in the face. A humiliation. That is more or less how, years later, Wes Anderson would describe the test screenings organized to assess Bottle Rocket’s potential with an audience selected by the studio. One of these screenings in particular had the authors in despair: it took place in Santa Monica before an audience that grew increasingly sparse as the session progressed. Eighty-five people (out of 250) did not make it to the end! Too weird, too offbeat, not enough action . . . The comments were unequivocal. Bottle Rocket’s future had suddenly darkened.

			Back to Work

			Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson hung on to the last test screening, which they felt was more convincing than the others. Too late. For Columbia and James L. Brooks, the deal was over. “Jim knew what a good press screening was, we didn’t,” confesses the director.11 Their mentor and producer knew how to judge the middle line between good and the bad. As an aside, he said he was satisfied with the film, but he knew how film studios work, their rigidity, and their expectations. As a result, the two writers were forced to rethink their plans, and Brooks had to take a little more money out of his own pocket than expected. “We wrote a new opening and we filled in all kinds of gaps and re-shot things,” said Anderson.12




			Serial Rejections

			Bottle Rocket’s facelift satisfied just about everyone, but another test awaited the team. Gracie Films and Columbia, convinced of the film’s quality, submitted it to the Sundance Film Festival, which turned it down—despite the fact that the short had been favorably received three years earlier! There was consternation. Sundance was considered the ideal launching pad for this kind of vulnerable film. Without this label, Bottle Rocket was doomed to failure. James L. Brooks wrote an angry letter to the selectors, claiming that they had failed to recognize the film’s qualities and the talent of its makers. The Telluride (Colorado) and New York independent festivals—other major events—also rejected Bottle Rocket’s candidacy. For Columbia, this was the last straw. The studio, which had been targeting a massive audience of teenagers and young adults, completely altered its promotional campaign and distribution strategy, reserving Wes Anderson’s first feature for a limited release in the United States. In other words, Bottle Rocket was sacrificed. Its box-office receipts, ten times lower than its budget, even put it in the category of Columbia’s big flops.



			From Cursed to Cult

			There was a glimmer of light in the darkness, however: the film’s critical reception was generally positive. Between immoderate enthusiasm, sincere encouragement, and polite reservations, Anderson had plenty of scope for licking his (gaping) wounds. As the director’s reputation grew, Bottle Rocket quickly acquired cult status, made its way into DVD libraries, and was recommended to friends and acquaintances.

			In retrospect, Wes Anderson’s first feature appears to be an instructive trial run in which the director was still finding his feet, while at the same time putting in place elements that would infuse his cinema, such as certain themes (the gang, lies, childishness, betrayal) and visual gimmicks (binocular observation, notes and shots, races, slow-motion scenes, and the use of colors to convey emotions). Bottle Rocket was not totally out of place in the independent production scene of the time, which was dominated by Spike Lee, Jim Jarmusch, Steven Soderbergh, Gus Van Sant, Todd Haynes, and emerging filmmakers such as Richard Linklater, Kevin Smith, and even Quentin Tarantino, with whom Anderson shared a taste for offbeat dialogue and scenes, minus the violence. The clear break embodied by his next film, Rushmore (1998), makes Bottle Rocket a film apart, and therefore precious.




			
Focus

			
Some Exclusive Scripts

			
Wes Anderson and His Writing Friends

			Over the course of his career, Wes Anderson has called on a handful of recurring scriptwriters to work with him on some of the wildest and most inventive stories in contemporary cinema. All of them are close friends: Owen Wilson took a walk on the wild side with him in college; he and Noah Baumbach frequented the same New York intellectual circles; Jason Schwartzman, his protégé, whom he revealed in Rushmore (1998), introduced him to his cousin Roman Coppola. On the face of it, there is nothing to distinguish Wes Anderson’s work from that of these prestigious co-writers. All the films in which they have actively collaborated are defined by their relationship with the group and the family, with feelings of exclusion and difference, with power relationships that flip into their opposites or balance out, with small lies that become big, with strategies of avoidance and confrontation. On closer inspection, however, nuances emerge.

			Owen Wilson, Cool Brooding

			Like Anderson, Owen Wilson has two brothers with whom he is close and parents he prefers not to discuss. Both men are also naturally more self-taught than schooled and have “different” brains that artistic endeavor has revealed. The three films they have written together are about vaguely rebellious but above all asocial minds, disconnected from reality, assuming the form of a disorganized gang (Bottle Rocket, 1993), a tyrannical leader (Rushmore), or a depressed sibling (The Royal Tenenbaums, 2001). Marked by absences or family tragedies, lacking emotional bearings, unable to communicate normally, hurtful, or manip­ulative, Wilson and Anderson’s heroes drag along a tenacious brooding that they externalize in an excess of action (Bottle Rocket, Rushmore) or in a form of morbid vegetation (The Royal Tenenbaums). Redemption is certainly at the end of the road, but it comes through profound identity crises and renunciations that are initially perceived as insurmountable, all with an occasionally jubilant sense of derision.




			Noah Baumbach, the Spirit of Adventure

			Born four months after Anderson, on September 3, 1969, New Yorker Noah Baumbach, like his Texan friend, cultivates an intellectual dandyism and a taste for France. Both find in film an outlet for their existential angst, which stems from a painful parental divorce. In The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou (2004) and Fantastic Mr. Fox (2009), their two collaborations, the main characters are driven by a certain arrogance but endowed with a charisma and a power of seduction that earn the admiration of followers ready to follow them to the ends of the earth—an end of the world that unfortunately seems to be a dead end. In their stubbornness, oceanographer Steve Zissou and the fox head of the family forget that they are responsible for the lives and well-­being of those in their care. While this bad influence was present in an intimate way in The Royal Tenenbaums (through the father figure played by Gene Hackman), here it takes on an epic character: sometimes it leads to a hostage situation at sea, sometimes to the persecution of the entire fauna of a corner of the English countryside. With Baumbach, Anderson moves from the micro (the controllable family or friendship) to the macro (the outside world and its unpredictable dangers). Baumbach’s presence at his side also coincides with Anderson’s major foray into animation.

			The Revolution

			In choosing Jason Schwartzman to play Max Fischer, the brat of Rushmore, did Wes Anderson see the future that Truffaut imagined for Jean-Pierre Léaud in the saga of Antoine Doinel: he as a demiurge, and the actor as inspiration? In a way, that is exactly what happened, as Francis Ford Coppola’s nephew went on to star—and grow—in other films, both short and long, by his mentor: The Darjeeling Limited (2007), Hotel Chevalier (2007), Moonrise Kingdom (2012), Castello Cavalcanti (2013), The Grand Budapest Hotel (2014), The French Dispatch (2021), and Asteroid City (2023). Schwartzman has even gone beyond his role as a simple performer at the service of Wes Anderson’s vision by becoming one of his regular co-writers. After Schwartzman introduced Anderson to Roman Coppola, Anderson decided, for the first time, to write a six-hander screenplay: The Darjeeling Limited. Coppola, on the other hand, would be the sole co-writer of Moonrise Kingdom before Anderson called on the two cousins again to help him develop Isle of Dogs (2018) and The French Dispatch, for which they are credited as mere contributors to the initial idea; the same applies to Asteroid City for Coppola. What are the hallmarks of this collaborative effort? An emphasis on wandering (existential and initiatory), the end of innocence, the struggle against the established order, impossible loves, transgression. The result is a more mature cinema that coincides with an increasingly marked turn toward abstraction, of which Wes Anderson is now the sole repository.
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