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Brian De Palma on set of The Fury and ready to roll.















INTRODUCTION



My obsession with Brian De Palma’s cinema began, appropriately, with his film Obsession. Seduced by his unique visual style, I connected with a cinematic language and grammar that came to define a certain type of 1970s American film. Although at times unfairly dismissed as an Alfred Hitchcock imitator, De Palma emerged as an auteur and is widely celebrated around the world today, where even his least successful films are now recognized as cinematic benchmarks and cult classics.


Starting with Sisters in 1972 and concluding with Blow Out in 1981, De Palma produced an unrivaled, decade-long run of thrillers and horror films in which he seamlessly intertwined recurring themes with filmmaking techniques. (This volume purposely excludes the outlier Home Movies, as a satirical semi-autobiographical drama De Palma directed in 1979.) Voyeurs, doubles, and outsiders were brought to life through his use of split screens, split diopters, slow motion, and other flourishes for which De Palma became known. Purposely presented out of what would have been a predictable chronology, I have regrouped the films thematically to best illustrate the director’s artistry.


There’s also a clear pattern through these movies, as they seem to belong within the same universe. And although there’s the undeniable De Palma–Hitchcock connection—with echoes from Rear Window (1954), Vertigo (1958), and Psycho (1960)—is it fair to label De Palma a copycat? Isn’t he, rather, the legitimate heir to the Hitchcock kingdom?


The critics—and the division amongst them—add to the complexity of De Palma. At one point in The Fury, one of the characters says, “what a culture can’t assimilate, it destroys” when speaking of the story’s psychic twins. Was De Palma talking about himself? Ultimately, what is the verdict? Is De Palma a misunderstood victim? What’s undeniable is that he was part of a movement in filmmaking aiming to remain independent within studio culture alongside his friends Steven Spielberg, Francis Ford Coppola, John Milius, Martin Scorsese, and George Lucas. He remains one of the most controversial and influential figures of seventies cinema, worthy of a contemporary reexamination through interviews I have conducted with Brian, his casts, and his colleagues over the years, as well as my own recent reflections on his films.


De Palma is also, without a doubt, a provocateur—he likes to shock, get reactions, but this may reflect a profound view on human nature, through characters who are flawed, at times in the most disturbing way. There was no intention here to make a social treaty or statement or defend the controversial aspects of De Palma’s work—for which there are some—but, rather, to focus on his intention to tell a story in visual terms. I sympathized with and loved De Palma’s films immediately. That discovery coincided with my personal journey—on one hand, as a movie lover, and on the other, as I learned to navigate through life. The horror made me feel safer in a world that scared me; it made me compassionate with the so-called monsters—the freaks—because, being the victim of intense bullying at a very young age, I perceived myself as such. Experiencing the extreme of what Carrie went through was reassuring; it never got that bad in real life. And when I started “cruising,” experiencing casual encounters, I always thought of Kate Miller in Dressed to Kill, and how her sad, yet ominous, situation depicted a predilection that sex could be deadly.


In 1966, Brian De Palma directed a short documentary called The Responsive Eye for a Museum of Modern Art exhibit. The exhibit aimed at establishing “a totally new relationship between the observer and a work of art.” While entirely real to the eye, it was expected that each observer would “respond to them differently.” The response to the exhibit as De Palma presents it in his film, shows both admiration and rejection alike. The reception to most of De Palma’s films is reflected in that theory, as is my approach as I looked back at the titles featured in this book. My interpretations are based on the actual finished art, on what we see, even if such implied result was never intended by the filmmaker. It’s my own “Responsive Eye” to De Palma’s cinema.


De Palma’s style overrides logic and social statements; there’s so much to see in his films that it’s impossible not to recognize the genius behind each frame and his long, dramatic shots. All is carefully planned, framed, and the result is undeniable. Saying that there’s a complete connection between De Palma’s recurring themes with the filmmaking itself is understanding that there’s a world—a dimension—that belongs solely to him and his cinema.















THE
SPLIT



De Palma in one word? How about “split”? It applies on several levels. Here, through the split personalities of his characters in Sisters and Dressed to Kill. But split, as in one of De Palma’s signature lenses—the split diopter—as well as his use of split screens. Split is also reflected by the mixed reviews and perceptions over his films. “Split” echoes throughout De Palma’s oeuvre—it divides and connects us to his universe. And thus, it begins …
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Margot Kidder has a split personality and deadly intentions in Sisters.

















SISTERS
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I got the idea for Sisters from a Life magazine article about the [conjoined] twins Masha and Dasha. I was also inspired by the photograph of them, sitting on a couch together—it’s an image I reproduced in the movie, with Dominique and Danielle sitting by a pool.


–BRIAN DE PALMA


(DIRECTOR / CO-WRITER / STORY BY)



















THE STORY: Danielle Breton (Margot Kidder), a young, seductive model, meets Phillip Woode (Lisle Wilson), a handsome businessman, on a television game show called Peeping Toms. They decide to spend the evening together, but in the middle of their dinner, they are interrupted by Emil Breton (William Finley), Danielle’s ex-husband and also her doctor. Later, once they’ve gotten rid of the obnoxious man, they become intimate, but Phillip pays little attention to the large scar on Danielle’s right hip. The next morning, he is awakened by the sound of Danielle arguing with Dominique, her twin sister; today is their birthday, and Dominique is jealous of the presence of a stranger in the living room. Suddenly, Danielle doesn’t feel well and she asks Phillip to go to the drugstore to get her medication. On his way back, he buys a birthday cake, but when he presents it to Danielle, asleep on the couch, it’s, in fact, Dominique, who grabs a knife and stabs him to death.


Grace Collier (Jennifer Salt), a reporter, witnesses the murder from her window. She immediately calls the police, who seem reluctant to believe her; Grace is the author of a column on police brutality and racism entitled “Why We Call Them Pigs!” Grace’s argument with the detective (Dolph Sweet) of the local precinct leaves enough time for Emil and Danielle to clean the apartment and hide the victim’s body in a folding couch. Ultimately, the police find no evidence of the crime, but Grace will not let it go, and her editor forces her to investigate further with a goofy private detective named Larch (Charles Durning). The investigation reveals that Danielle and Dominique were conjoined twins. Grace follows Emil and Danielle to an asylum, where Emil hypnotizes Grace to erase Phillip’s murder from her memory. We learn Emil had gotten Danielle pregnant, prompting Dominique to try to kill her sister. Emil had to perform an emergency separation, though Dominique didn’t survive the surgery. Every time a man seduces Danielle, Dominique’s vengeful personality takes over. Danielle becomes Dominique one last time and murders Emil. By killing him, she is, at last, liberated from her sister’s personality. Grace is safe but, because of the hypnosis, she cannot remember ever witnessing Phillip’s murder. However, Larch has followed the couch with the body to a train station in Canada and is waiting for someone to arrive and pick it up!





As I watched Sisters again, I immediately recalled the terror of discovering it for the first time. Of all De Palma’s horror/thriller films of that specific era, it remains the one I find most disturbing. Perhaps that feeling is due to the frightening yet memorable score by Bernard Herrmann that opens the film, with images of twins forming from embryo to babies. Or it could be the overall production values—clearly low budget but still very affecting, with bare sets and limited locations enhancing the dread of near-empty spaces, reminiscent of old hospital rooms. There’s also the choice to make William Finley appear creepy, complete with a hunchback, thick glasses, and a gigantic bruise on his forehead (caused by a fall after he cleaned blood off the floor of his ex-wife’s apartment). All these elements are complemented by a gruesome and graphic murder, a nightmare sequence, and De Palma’s most significant staple—the split screen. To this day, Sisters defines De Palma's nightmares and style.
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A French theatrical poster for Sisters.














ALL EYES ON THE SCREEN


The original script was written by De Palma and Louisa Rose. It started like the movie, with a television game show called Peeping Toms, in which the host explains the setup to two contestants who must predict what an unsuspecting man will do in a real-life, candid situation—in this case, when he sees a blind woman (a decoy) who starts undressing in the wrong locker room. This sequence remarkably sets up the key theme of the film: voyeurism—the watcher and the watched. Though Danielle is posing as an innocent victim and Phillip as the peeper, the sequence telegraphs what’s to come, with Phillip both the victim of the show’s prank and of Danielle’s alternate personality.


During the game show, the television camera pans across the audience. Emil, Danielle’s ex-husband, is present, looking up suspiciously, as if annoyed for being “watched.” Later, during final applause, his seat is empty, and immediately our attention is drawn to the absence of a character we have yet to meet more formally. The interesting and bizarre choice to have Emil appear as grotesque and as weird as possible connects back to Dominique and Danielle. As conjoined twins, they invoke the concept of “freaks”; possibly Emil feels like one as well. Though seemingly a strange choice to not have the doctor/ex-husband be more of a romantic lead, Emil’s appearance is part of the tapestry that De Palma slowly constructs, here specifically revealing that Emil/Dominique/Danielle are part of the same world.


BRIAN DE PALMA: I went to graduate school with Louisa at Sarah Lawrence. I really love her; I’d directed one of her plays. I wrote a couple of drafts of the script. And I remember going to her apartment and thinking, well, maybe Louisa can have some input into this story, since it was about women. I said, “Louisa, take a whack at it. See how it goes.”


[image: image]

De Palma in discussion with Kidder, and actor William Finley listening in the background.


REMEMBERING MARGOT


Margot Kidder was coming off the feature film Quackser Fortune Has a Cousin in the Bronx (1970) when she landed the lead role in Sisters. Her performance is particularly impressive, as she displays “the other” and the repressed side of her split personality, convincingly looking completely different. The role and the way she inhabited it foretold the promising career she’d have over the ensuing decades.


JENNIFER SALT (“GRACE COLLIER”): I met Margot when we were both doing screen tests for the movie Fat City [1972]. And there were three actresses testing: Candy Clark, who got the part, Margot, and me. She came into the trailer to give me the dress that she’d been wearing in the screen test. We just began jabbering and we became friends; we went out to dinner, and we decided to look for a house together at the beach. And that’s what we did. Brian claims that he came out to visit and he never left.


BRIAN DE PALMA: I don’t think I had any specific actor in mind for the female leads when I originally wrote it. When I got out to Trancas Beach, where Jennifer Salt and Margot Kidder had a house, that’s when I got the idea of using them both.


JENNIFER SALT: During the holidays, we had a big Christmas tree. We would all sit around, give each other presents. And one Christmas, Brian gave both Margot and me the same present, which turned out to be the script of Sisters.


FIRST SLICE


Sisters marks De Palma’s first killing during this specific decade. The victim is Phillip Woode, who pays a high price for casual sex, just like Kate Miller (Angie Dickinson) would a few years later in Dressed to Kill.


As Phillip brings a cake to Danielle in celebration of her birthday, she—as Dominique—grabs the knife from the cutlery set she won on the show. (In the referenced script, the victim is also stabbed with a knife, but one he bought with the cake; Danielle won a wardrobe of multicolored pantyhose in that draft.) Danielle stabs her lover right below the groin, in the mouth, and then repeatedly in the back; Phillip—and the masculinity he symbolizes—is murdered by the “double,” as we believe at that point that Dominique, the deranged twin sister, is the killer.


BRIAN DE PALMA: Talking about designing the murder scene, obviously she goes for the groin immediately. But then I thought, well have I ever seen somebody stabbed in the mouth? So, I said, “Let’s do that.” I filmed it in shadow—and the same with Margot stabbing him in the back. In suspense or horror movies you always got to figure out, how am I going to kill them? Am I going to use a knife? Am I going to use a straight razor? Am I going to shoot them? It’s always a problem in terms of trying to do something original.


[image: image]

Not such a happy birthday—Kidder strikes and kills in one of De Palma's most disturbing scenes.


PAUL HIRSCH (EDITOR): The blood hitting the wall. The first take you saw a few drops, barely visible on film. Then, we had the take that we used in the film. And then the third take looked like somebody had taken a bucket of paint and thrown it against the wall. But what I remember of that scene is a segment where the victim drags himself across the floor to the window; I felt it went on too long, but once we put in Bernard Hermann’s music, it didn’t seem lengthy anymore.





In a last effort to survive, Phillip drags himself to the window. Once the “peeper” of the game show, he strives to be the peeped, hoping that someone looking in from the building across the way will catch his last word, “help,” written in blood on the window, before he collapses for good. The window itself represents the shape of a television screen, furthering the connection to Phillip’s introduction via the game show. Accompanying this moment is Bernard Herrmann’s macabre score, which begins as a childlike musical phrase underlining the birthday and abruptly turns violent for the murder—for which the composer used a Moog synthesizer, with sounds suggesting human screams. It’s highly effective, disturbing, and contributes to the mayhem and sudden shift in tone of the film; from that point forward, Sisters sinks into horror and madness.


FINDING GRACE UNDER THE MACABRE


Grace Collier, the local reporter who catches the murder from across the way, is described in the script as the “Gloria Steinem of Staten Island.” She is a resourceful single woman, fighting the system and risking her life to solve a crime, while the cops are presented as ineffective and, clearly, like everyone else in the film, undermining her. As portrayed by Jennifer Salt, Grace is powerful and no-nonsense, with an activist mind and determination. Unlike Danielle, she is not particularly feminine or seductive. But she is a significant addition and standout to other women in films of the time, which included Ali MacGraw in The Getaway and Liza Minnelli in her defining role in Cabaret, both released in 1972. A new kind of heroine, she also serves as the model for characters in other De Palma films, such as Liz Blake from Dressed to Kill.


[image: image]

Jennifer Salt as Grace Collier is trying to solve a murder she witnessed while looking out her window.


JENNIFER SALT: Brian informed my sense of being an artist. His freedom as a director was so natural. He’s a Virgo. He’s very precise, and details are everything to him. You could say that he’s the opposite of the way John Cassavetes made films, for instance. His gift is rooted in a very intellectual process. Like the split screens. I remember the difficulty of getting action to happen at the same time; it was tricky.





De Palma ingeniously introduces Grace while taking advantage of a split screen narrative device in the murder scene. Grace’s reactions and Phillip’s death play out side by side in real time.
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One of De Palma’s trademarks, the split screen displays a perfect match to the duality of Kidder’s character, here with co-stars Salt and Dolph Sweet.


BRIAN DE PALMA: I went to see Bill Finley in the play Dionysus in 69 and I said, my God, this is unbelievable. That’s when I filmed the play of Dionysus in 69. My idea for Dionysus in 69 was, I was going to shoot the narrative of the play, and Bob Fiore was going to shoot how the performers interacted with the audience. And we did it, obviously, simultaneously trying to avoid each other as we were shooting, and we presented it using split screens, from beginning to end. It was basically experimental; we were discovering stuff as we were putting it together. And I used split screens in Sisters—it had to be filmed with two cameras shooting simultaneously. It was not that complicated because I’d had the experience with Dionysus in 69.


PAUL HIRSCH: In my mind, up to that point, split screens were used for “telephone calls” like in the Rock Hudson–Doris Day film Pillow Talk [1959], or Airport [1970]. It was also used in a very stylish way, with multiple screens, in The Thomas Crown Affair [1968], for instance. It was that time for innovation, invention, and experimentation in cinema.


A NEW VICTIM


Sisters first screens the same year as Hitchcock’s Frenzy, which very much holds on to the tradition of women as victims seen in films like Psycho, Rosemary’s Baby (1968), or any Dracula movie of the time. With the murder of Phillip Woode, De Palma is swimming upstream, surprising the audience with the unexpected murder of a man.
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Lisle Wilson, as Phillip Woode, is one of De Palma’s few male murder victims.


Phillip Woode is also a Black man, an intention in the script. The specific aspect of the casting is underlined by the fact that when the camera reveals the audience at the TV game show, only two Black men can be spotted amongst mostly white women. Additionally, Phillip is awarded a gift certificate for a night of “dining and dancing” at a Manhattan restaurant named the African Room, which clearly makes Woode uncomfortable. After the show, out on the street, Phillip looks at the gift certificate, shaking his head with a knowing smile.


Later, when Grace calls the police about the murder she witnessed, she specifically describes the victim as Black. In addition to recognizing Grace as a reporter critical of the police, they appear uninterested in investigating the crime. As Grace tells her editor later, “A white woman kills her Black lover, and those racist cops couldn’t care less. I saw it happen and they won’t investigate.” The color of Phillip’s skin hinders any sense of justice, adding a new layer to the horror.


Racism also came into play in the script, with a different lead-up to the murder, in which Danielle gets sick and Phillip takes her to the doctor. On the drive back, Phillip is rear-ended, leading to an altercation with the other car’s driver, who liberally uses the N-word. This encounter very much emphasizes the fact that, initially, the script was more socially motivated, and Phillip exists in an unsafe world even before his murder.


HITCHCOCKIAN HUMOR


Sisters is very much in the tradition of the kind of humor seen in Hitchcock’s North by Northwest (1959), for instance, where Cary Grant’s nagging mother nearly gets him killed, with the macabre edge of Rear Window, where a man murders his wife and cuts her up into pieces. That humor is present with Grace’s tactless mother (Mary Davenport) “harassing” her daughter about her “little job” writing for a newspaper, hinting at her status as an unmarried woman (in the script, her parents try to set her up with a “balding, bespectacled suitor”), and referring to the failed relationship she had with her editor. But the mother also delivers important information on a local asylum and their approach to therapy, letting the inmates roam around freely—it’s where the climax of the film will eventually take place.


BRIAN DE PALMA: One idea led into another, even casting Jennifer’s own mother, Mary Davenport, as her mother in the movie. I used her in a couple of other films, Home Movies and Dressed to Kill. I loved Jennifer’s mother. She had a great sense of humor, she was really a good actress, and I just hit it off with her.


JENNIFER SALT: [My mother] had been an actress and gave it all up. But Brian had gotten to know her and called her Mommy. He just told her, “You should play Mom,” and she did. It was fun to act with her. It was very real. We didn’t plan any of that out. She wasn’t at all like the character she played, but she had her own little snobbisms and passive aggressive ways. [Laughs]





There’s the fun dynamic between Grace and the private investigator Joseph Larch, played by Charles Durning, with whom she teams up to solve the murder. Durning portrays Larch as skillful and knowledgeable. He strong-arms Grace into following his intuition. He is bold in his approach, but also played up as a bit of a bumbling private detective. His pushback to Grace challenging him sparks some deadpan humor. And while she investigates Danielle, Larch follows a couch that Emil had removed from the apartment, knowing it contains Phillip’s body. (In the script, Emil led Grace and Larch to believe the victim was in the couch, but had, in fact, chopped him up and carried out the pieces in two suitcases.)


BRIAN DE PALMA: Humor, of course, relieves the tension in the audience. And that’s my personality. I see the humor in practically everything. I don’t take this stuff too seriously. And many actors will tell you, they always want to try to make me laugh. I remember John Lithgow, when I first saw him in a play with Bill Finley in Princeton when I was in college, all he remembered was me laughing in the front row. Jennifer always said she wanted to find a way to make me laugh. And that’s just who I am.


 As for the couch …


BRIAN DE PALMA: The body in the couch has an interesting backstory. Originally, I tried to have Filmways finance the film. They had made Hi, Mom! [1970] and distributed Greetings [1968]. But Marty Ransohoff, who had run Filmways and considered producing the film, never believed I could put a corpse in a couch. He said it can’t be done. I replied, “Yes, it can be done.” He remained convinced that nobody would ever believe this was possible. So, I made it a big item in the movie. And it’s really the actor we put in the couch; I did it in one shot.


DOCUMENTING NIGHTMARES


At some point during her investigation, Grace meets with a Life magazine journalist who did a piece on Dominique and Danielle. He shows Grace a short documentary film (assembled by future film critic and screenwriter Jay Cocks) that retraces a brief history of conjoined twins and highlights the case of the surgery that separated Dominique and Danielle. In the documentary, Dr. Pierre Milius—probably named after John Milius, the filmmaker of Big Wednesday (1978) and Conan the Barbarian (1982)—explores the conflicting personalities of the two young women; although Dominique is the disturbed one, and Danielle, in appearance, the “normal one,” Milius says, “Danielle can only be so because of her sister.”


Later, Grace is drugged, hypnotized, and induced into believing she is Dominique. She, literally, experiences being a conjoined twin to Danielle. This segment is simply pure cinematic genius. Like the documentary film, it is in black and white, with distorted echoey voices, Herrmann’s upsetting score, and a cast of disturbing characters straight out of Tod Browning’s Freaks (1932).
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The filming of the separation surgery was carefully designed for the actor not to miss the mark with a meat cleaver!


BRIAN DE PALMA: We got these circus people for the dream sequence, including Eddie the Giant. We had dancing triplets … They were all very nice, but Margot and Jennifer were completely freaked out. One of the funny things is that one of my assistants, Amy Robinson, who went on to be a producer, had to bring Eddie the Giant home, in her tiny Volkswagen. It was a very crazy day.


JENNIFER SALT: The horror is fun, it’s playtime, it’s dress- up. It’s nothing like what he will turn it into. There’s no music, there’s no atmosphere; it’s just like, “Scream, Jennifer.” I did a lot of screaming. I was a big screamer.





Furthermore, De Palma sets the action in, what appear to be, abandoned spaces rather than the expected aseptic white rooms. It all seems decrepit and unsanitary. In this segment, everything comes into focus—how Emil fell in love with Danielle, got her pregnant, how Dominique tried to “kill the baby” with the gardener’s sheers, and how it precipitated their physical separation. The surgery is highly stylized, taking place in the middle of a pool, and is rife with startling and bizarre imagery: The meat clever used to separate the twins is found inside the cutlery set that Danielle won in the TV game show; the private detective Larch, in a surprising appearance, grabs the cleaver and passes it around, while the Life magazine reporter—surrounded by other twins, nuns, and priests—takes notes.


As Emil raises and brings down the cleaver, Grace wakes up from her trance, screaming. The drama then plays out for real, revealing the true tragedy of Sisters. Emil and Danielle could never be together because Dominique—alive or dead—was always there, awakening each time a man got between their bound flesh. Emil tries to exorcise Danielle of Dominique, but the evil twin has awakened, and she slashes the architect of their separation. In the most grotesque dance, Danielle walks to the bed where Grace is lying, semiconscious, dragging Emil, who is bleeding to death, as if attached to her. They both fall over Grace and, for a moment, they look like they’re all conjoined, triplets, bound by blood. The sequence concludes with Grace’s scream merging with the sound of an ambulance’s siren, rushing to the scene.


PAUL HIRSCH: There were three parts to the dream, three separate sections. In each of them, we zoom into Jennifer’s eye, beyond anything that had ever been technically done before. I think it was shot in 16mm. But the first part of the dream was a handheld shot walking through an asylum of some kind, with all these various patients. The Canadian doctor was in a priest’s costume. The second part of the dream is seen through a two-way mirror, and it’s a single shot of Emil seducing Danielle with Grace as Dominique. There’s no cut in it at all. In the last section of the dream, the cinematographer overexposed the film. Brian was very upset—it had all those extras from the circus, holding candles, and they had been sent back home; so, Brian came up with a different concept for the scene, and included Charles Durning and the reporter from Life magazine. There’s this one flaw in the scene; when Bill Finley raises his arm to bring down the cleaver, the speed wasn’t right, and I slowed it down in one angle. It doesn’t really work and always bothers me when I watch the film.





Sisters has three endings. The first one depicts Danielle at peace with the death of her sister; in a moving statement, she finally admits, “My sister died last spring.” The second shows Grace, back at her parents’ home, in her childhood bedroom, surrounded by toys; the detective questions her about the murder she witnessed, but, having been brainwashed to forget all of it, she repeats, “It was all a ridiculous mistake. There was no body. There was no body because there was no murder.” The third ending is all about macabre humor, depicting Larch, still waiting for someone to come pick up the couch at a deserted train station in Canada. Herrmann’s (deadly) “birthday cake” musical cue reminds us of the dead body buried inside it.


De Palma’s films are so memorable for their opening sequences, but with Sisters, he also sets a trend for himself with equally powerful endings, whether it be nightmares in Carrie and Dressed to Kill, the exploding body of the bad guy in The Fury, a dizzying reunion between father and daughter in Obsession, the tragedy of the Phantom of the Paradise, or a scream in Blow Out. Sisters lays the groundwork for these memorable conclusions.


THE CUT MAN


Sisters is the second collaboration between De Palma and editor Paul Hirsch. Hirsch’s connection with De Palma’s visual style was already apparent in their first film together, Hi, Mom! But with Sisters, you can tell the sophisticated approach of split screens, as well as sequences like the brainwashing nightmare segment, are paced economically and with great power. Each cut has a significance; in fact, you think you see more than you do, as in the killing of Phillip Woode, which is done in shadows. Hirsch, who has become a friend through my many interviews with him, shares not only a similar sense of humor, but a true understanding and appreciation of cinema with De Palma. Their love of Hitchcock, for instance, led Hirsch to suggest composer Bernard Herrmann, a choice that would virtually change the entire spirit of Sisters, elevating it to an A+ status.


PAUL HIRSCH: Brian had planned to edit the film himself and he hired an assistant editor to organize the material. Apparently, after the first few days, dailies were a complete disaster. Brian was very unhappy with the way the material was presented. Simultaneously, production got word that there was another movie about twins being made by Robert Mulligan, The Other [1972]. Ed Pressman, our producer, was very concerned about getting Sisters out before The Other. He spoke to Brian, said he had to get an editor working on this right away. And that’s when I got the call. I was very excited to get the job. I hadn’t worked on a feature in three years. I’d been cutting trailers and low-end commercials to survive. I was on staff at a company called Calliope Films and I didn’t want to give up my job because freelance life at that time, I was in my early twenties, could be challenging. I was able to bring the job to the company, and I stayed on staff while I cut the picture for Brian.


  Some of the film was shot in 16mm, some in 35—we were constantly converting the editing machine from 35 to 16mm and back to 35. I have these memories of my assistant and me constantly switching format, lifting the heavy picture head off, and then putting another one on.


HERRMANN’S MOODS


The first time I identified composer Bernard Herrmann was François Truffaut’s Fahrenheit 451 (1966). That film’s score is lush, romantic, and as far away from what one would have imagined the music needed to be. Similarly, the score to Sisters brings a whole new dimension to the film.


PAUL HIRSCH: Bernard Herrmann did a brilliant score. I remember reading a review that said Bernard Herrmann’s music would make “blank” film compelling, which was something we agreed with, although we thought our film was a little better than just “blank” film.


BRIAN DE PALMA: I knew of Bernard Herrmann because of Hitchcock. Paul had put music from Psycho, Marnie [1964], and Vertigo as temp track; we looked at each other and asked ourselves, is this guy still around? Why don’t we get him to do the score? We found out he lived in England. And that’s how we got in touch with him.


PAUL HIRSCH: Ed Pressman, the producer, was looking to raise more money while we were shooting. It was an independent production, and he needed more financing. Brian said to me, I’d like to show a scene from the movie to some potential investors, and I thought we’d show them the murder scene. I said okay, and I knew from my experience as a trailer editor that presentation is very important, and I knew I couldn’t pre-sent this without music. By coincidence, I had just seen Psycho on TV, where it was driven home to me how important the music is in a film. I was determined to use the music from Psycho by Bernard Herrmann to track under the murder scene. I showed it to Brian, and he was electrified. He had seen the scene before without music, but suddenly, with Benny’s score from Psycho underneath, it became something completely different. He decided that, in his enthusiasm, we should put music throughout the film. At the same time, they pursued Benny and sent him a copy of the script in London. He had left Hollywood after Hitchcock threw out his score for Torn Curtain [1966]—he was so wounded by this that he’d moved to London and was doing small films there. To everyone’s surprise, he said sure, I’m interested. We arranged a screening in New York, and he flew in from London—we screened the film on the west side of Manhattan. We start the picture, and as soon as one note of Benny’s music comes in, he starts yelling, “Stop, stop. This is all wrong. Stop.” Brian and I were terrified, and he says, “This is all wrong. Take it out, take out all the music.” I turned the knob all the way down so you wouldn’t hear the music and got to the end of the film.





Sisters opens with the images of embryos forming into twin babies. Herrmann’s opening cue for this sequence simply assaults the viewer in a way that contrasts the beauty of creation inside a woman’s womb, and twists it all through music, setting up the horror to come. Without the opening music cue, we could be witness to the beginning of a drama, perhaps even a love triangle that includes a tenacious ex-husband. The music does the heavy lifting of giving a voice to the genre. Using Moog synthesizers mixed with conventional instruments, the score conveys the tragedy of Danielle and the screaming terror within her. Also in the opening cue, a bell-like clarion announces the stronger, more lethal, aspect of the twins—almost a call to death—while the sound of tiny bells, as evoked by the glockenspiel, evokes the innocent, childlike presence of Dominique.


BRIAN DE PALMA: [Herrmann] said, “It’s too slow in the beg-inning. Nothing happens. And you’re not Hitchcock. They’re not going to wait around, because nothing happens until the murder.” So, he offered the opening credit cue, and we came up with that montage of the twins developing inside a womb to go over this terrifying music.





There’s another musical layer in the film that has rarely been acknowledged. When Grace goes to the Time & Life Building to meet with the reporter who has researched the history of conjoined twins, he shows her a documentary film. The short subject mixes real-life footage and photographs with scenes involving Dominique and Danielle. Herrmann scored this “documentary” as well. And though it has a similar somber tone, it lives completely outside the rest of the movie as its own little film within the film. It’s truly a hidden musical gem inside an already very rich score.


BRIAN DE PALMA: Herrmann was such a commanding presence, you let him take the lead. I liked him enormously, immediately. But he’s legendary for being a cranky genius with a volcanic temper. Everybody who’s ever known him always does Bernard Herrmann imitations because he was so distinctive and such an eccentric. I consider myself one of the most romantic directors because I’m very concerned with the emotions that are so well illustrated with the music. And I’ve used every great composer of my generation and I started off with the greatest—Bernard Herrmann. I worked with Ryuichi Sakamoto who recently died, Ennio Morricone, Pino Donaggio, and John Williams. Looking back over my films, I feel that you must get engaged emotionally. You must feel something, and I’m very emotional, especially with music. I can’t really listen to music because it’s very touching to me.


DIVIDED SISTERS, DIVIDED REACTIONS


GEORGE LITTO (AGENT): At that time, I was an agent, and I received a call from Ed Pressman who had produced a film called Sisters. He was having difficulty getting a US distribution deal and he asked if he could show me the film. I happened to be in New York, and I went to the Rizzoli Screening Room to watch [it]. When the lights came up, I said, “I like this film and I can get distribution for it. But I particularly like this director. He’s almost as good as Hitchcock.” The person standing next to me was the editor, but I didn’t know that—Paul Hirsch; he told Brian that I liked the film. I represented a lot of people Brian admired, like Waldo Salt [coincidentally, Jennifer Salt’s father], Dalton Trumbo, Robert Altman, Joseph Losey. And so, Brian came to see me; and I made the deal for AIP [American International Pictures] to distribute Sisters.


BRIAN DE PALMA: AIP wasn’t excited about the film because the first test screening was in tandem with a comedy, and it didn’t go well at all. But what changed was when the film was shown at FilmEx, a festival in Los Angeles [in 1972]. We showed it at midnight at the Grauman’s Chinese Theatre and the audience went nuts. That’s what got AIP excited about releasing it [in 1973] and when everybody started to talk about Sisters.





Sisters was well received; of note, Roger Ebert wrote in the Chicago Sun-Times: “Brian De Palma’s Sisters was made more or less consciously as an homage to Alfred Hitchcock, but it has a life of its own and it’s a neat little mystery picture.” He particularly highlighted Jennifer Salt as a “women’s lib Lois Lane” and how Grace is a tribute to the classic Hitchcockian character—possibly recalling Lisa (Grace Kelly) from Rear Window, Lila Crane (Vera Miles) in Psycho, or even Eve (Jane Wyman) in the underrated Stage Fright (1950), characters who will stop at nothing to solve a crime. Richard Schickel, in Time magazine, also praised Sisters, but deplored that the film’s distributor positioned it as a “routine shocker.” What’s interesting in comparing Ebert to Schickel is that the first one does his best not to reveal the plot twist while the other flat out spells out the plot and concludes, “Sisters provides moviegoers with the special satisfaction of finding a real treasure while prowling cinema’s bargain basement.” Kevin Thomas, in the Los Angeles Times, hailed the film as a “triumph in style, a tour de force of storytelling” and praised the camera work as well as the score by Bernard Herrmann. Amazingly and on the opposite side of the spectrum, Jerry Oster of the New York Daily News viewed the film as “too reminiscent” of Hitchcock, and Pauline Kael, in The New Yorker, later to become De Palma’s greatest defender, described the film as “cheap,” disappointingly, and completely missing the point of the director’s intentions.


[image: image]

Under hypnosis from Finley's character, Emil Breton, Grace is conditioned to experience herself as Danielle's twin, Dominique.


The advertising campaign highlighted other reviews:


Literally scared the shit out of me. —Village Voice


An intelligent horror film is rare these days. It is just the thing to see on one of those nights when you want to go to the movies for the fun of it. —New York Times


The most skillful, entertaining, and imaginative horror film since Psycho. —Rex Reed (who would later completely trash other De Palma films, accusing him of being a Hitchcock copycat).


PAUL HIRSCH: I was very proud of the movie. It was my idea to use Bernard Herrmann and when we had a midnight screening at the Chinese Theatre in Hollywood, the place was filled with film fans, and they cheered when Benny’s name came on screen. But it felt like a new experience, seeing this film that I had lived with for months. I worked two stretches of thirty-five days in a row without a break. I had one day off and then worked another thirty-five days. So, I had lived so intensely with this film and every splice was one that I had made. And here it was being projected on the big screen. Sisters was definitely a big step up for Brian. A change in importance of the production and also in direction toward the horror and thriller genre.





The importance of Sisters cannot be minimized as it laun-ches De Palma in a new genre, one that would label him for better or for worse, as a Hitchcockian director. Despite the acclaim, De Palma did not see an overnight change in his career.


BRIAN DE PALMA: Sisters was successful compared to what it cost to make, but I don’t remember getting too many offers after it. Most of my subsequent films were all independently financed.


[image: image]

In the bloody conclusion, Emil, Danielle, and Grace appear to be almost bound together.


ONLY THE BEGINNING


All of De Palma’s films that followed during this period would reference Sisters, both cinematically and thematically—later, critic and cinema professor Robin Wood wrote a profound feminist essay and theory on the film, citing it as De Palma’s finest achievement prior to Blow Out, and as one of the great American films of the seventies. In his essay, Wood explains that Grace is dominated by the cop, the private detective, her newspaper editor, her mother pushing her to marriage, and, ultimately, by Emil when she is brainwashed. Wood writes that, at the end of the film, Grace “is reduced to the role of a child, tended to by her mother, surrounded by toys, and denying the truth of which she once alone had possession.” Going any deeper would simply be paraphrasing Wood’s brilliant analysis, but Sisters continues to stimulate discussion. Most recently, Quentin Tarantino published his own thesis on the film (and on De Palma himself) in his compelling book, Cinema Speculation. There’s so much in Sisters that announces all that De Palma stands for that it remains the appetizer, rather than the film’s deadly birthday cake, of things to come.


I didn’t see Sisters on the big screen until I first came to New York in 1982. In fact, on my second day there, I read in the newspaper that Sisters was playing in Times Square, as a double feature with Dressed to Kill, and braved the streets of Manhattan for the first time simply to see those two films. But I had seen Sisters many times on videocassette in France. I forced my younger sister to watch it, and it freaked her out so much that I would play pranks on her, imitating Emil, saying, “Dominique is dead …” Sisters for sure has impressed and haunted me.
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