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‘I think you can be substantial and still be interested in frivolity.’


SOFIA COPPOLA
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Sofia Coppola, 2003.
















INTRODUCTION


When I think of Sofia Coppola’s films, the well of imagery blossoms fresh and vivid: the giddy, somnambulant thrill of leaving a masked ball at dawn, with a rosy-cheeked Marie Antoinette smiling to herself at her evening’s flirtations; Somewhere’s long, slow shot of a dad and daughter sunbathing by the Chateau Marmont pool; the moth-to-the-flame flutterings of women in white frills in the candlelit gothic The Beguiled; the cramped heat and itchy grass on bare legs of suburban summers in The Virgin Suicides.


In a career of eight feature films which has brought her from strength to strength, Sofia Coppola has demanded to be taken seriously as a woman and a filmmaker on her own terms. She has continued to make films with a uniquely feminine slant, about subject matter which varies in setting but remains consistent at heart. She’s an auteur in a true sense, making films about what intrigues and excites her as an artist and growing alongside the work; as such, her films’ trajectory has moved from girlhood to womanhood in many ways. For her second film, Lost in Translation, she won an Academy Award for Best Screenplay, becoming only the third woman to do so in Oscar history. And in 2017, for The Beguiled, she won Best Director at Cannes, again making history as only the second person of her gender to triumph as director there. But these feminist advancements, important as they are, only tell a fraction of the story.


As an artist, Coppola has proven to have as much aesthetic and visual integrity as she does devotion to her subject matter. Whether it’s Lance Acord or Philippe Le Sourd, her regular collaborators on camerawork are painterly, precise and execute the utmost care. Even with tiny budgets, Coppola’s careful moodboarding, visual finesse and focus on the importance of framing and composition are clear. It’s important to her that her work is not only beautiful but is also capable of speaking without words; she is truly a visual thinker.


I might not have much in common with Sofia Coppola and her upbringing (not many of us do). Crucially, though, her work and its dreamy ambiguity can be latched onto by so many of us. As a teenage girl, I, like Coppola, was obsessed by fashion and music magazines and the faraway glamour of big-city bohemianism. Like her, I cut out images from those magazines, and then I plastered posters of The Strokes and ripped-out photoshoots of runway models and Andy Warhol screen prints all over my bedroom walls. They gave me something to dream about, to envision a future with Coppola’s teen-dream image-making is so powerful for this very reason.


Many of Coppola’s detractors, over the years, can be characterized as dismissive of what they may deem as superficial or inconsequential elements of her work. But it’s this very dismissiveness that drove Coppola in the first place: a demand to take women and young girls’ lives and interiority seriously. Like so many filmmakers known for a distinctive style, it’s easy to reduce Coppola’s body of work down to stereotypes: she’s interested in teenage girls, she’s preoccupied with the pretty and the frilly; that her films are ‘cool’ but not ‘deep’. Too often, the tone of the criticism of Coppola’s work has only proven how ahead of her time she has been. (And the huge popularity of her work and its aesthetic on Gen Z social media speaks volumes on this front.)




[image: A poster for 'Lost in Translation' features Bill Murray seated at the edge of a bed wearing a robe and slippers. A window behind him reveals a lit-up cityscape.]




Lost in Translation US poster, 2003.








Throughout her career, Coppola has demonstrated a complex understanding of girls and young womanhood. That might be uncertainty and anguish; the way our parents shape us; the pubescent exhilaration of successful early flirtation; the throbbing faux-innocence of going ‘boy crazy’. But more than any other contemporary filmmaker, she captures the fragility and the wisdom of teenage girls, their yearning and their process of becoming.


In The Virgin Suicides, Lux’s mother burns her rock ‘n’ roll records as a punishment. Coppola films it for the tragedy it is and grasps the histrionic extremity of emotion that comes for a lonely teenage girl who has lost one of her avenues of escape. Coppola knows that if you’d have burned my vinyl as a teenager, it would have been the end of my world. She takes girls seriously, and most especially she takes them seriously at their most frivolous, materialistic, girly-girl inclinations. That, to me, is rare and wonderful.


In taking on this unofficial guide to her films and in returning to so much of her work, I have been moved again and again to see how the things in Coppola’s films which spoke to me as a teenage girl take on new life as a grown woman. I see now how much empathy and love she shows all of our younger selves for making the choices we did then, and what informed them. How beauty culture, fashion, boys and music can both define and confine us. Whether you’re an avid fan or a newcomer to her work keen to learn more, I hope that the chapters to follow will spark interest, rewatches and debate. I hope you will find the same frivolous pleasures and fascination with the dark hearts of girlhood as I found within Sofia Coppola’s work. And that you find a whole mysterious feminine world to explore within.




[image: Sofia Coppola smiles while holding an Academy Award. She wears a sleeveless dress, with wavy hair and a bracelet on her right wrist.]




Sofia Coppola in 2004, with her Academy Award for Lost in Translation Best Original Screenplay.
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‘Obviously, doctor, you’ve never been a thirteen-year old girl.’


THE VIRGIN SUICIDES
2000


It all began as an experiment. A woman of 28 – a CalArts college dropout with a keen interest in design, photography and music whose father had considerable experience in adapting novels for the screen – heard through the grapevine that one of her favourite books might get the Hollywood treatment. She found herself so fixated on whether they’d get it right, she thought she might take it upon herself to try. She began to highlight and outline the first few pages of an adapted screenplay, and found she couldn’t stop.

That young woman was Sofia Coppola, daughter of Hollywood legend Francis Ford Coppola, and not yet the elegant and accomplished filmmaker we now know her to be. That book – and that experiment – was The Virgin Suicides. The novel, published in 1993 by first-time author Jeffrey Eugenides, was a troubling, lyrically written tale about an ordinary suburban family – the Lisbons – in 1970s Detroit. Told from the vantage point of 25 years later, from the perspective of a group of local then-teenage boys, it tells the story of the Lisbons’ five beautiful daughters. They are a source of lusty fascination for the boys, particularly given their strict Catholic upbringing, which does not allow them to date. And then each of them, seemingly inexplicably, commits suicide.


[image: A scene from the movie The Virgin Suicides. The Lisbon sisters sit and lie on the grass in a sunlit outdoor setting. Some are smiling. Light filters through trees, casting a warm glow over the group.]


The Lisbon sisters in a moment of levity.





The Lisbon sisters, introduced to us in the film in a dreamy haze, faces superimposed across images of blue summer sky, and through the besotted eyes of the boys who are watching them from across the street. Coppola captures their swooning all-American beauty; sun-bleached dirty-blonde hair and lissome long limbs in the suburban breeze. There’s 17-year-old Therese (Leslie Haymon), and then, in descending order of age, Mary (16, A J Cook), Bonnie (15, Chelse Swain), Lux (14, Kirsten Dunst) and youngest child Cecilia, 13 (a memorably sullen Hanna Hall). It’s Cecilia who first attempts suicide, sending the entire middle-class community reeling in horror.


[image: A scene from the movie The Virgin Suicides. The Lisbon family poses outdoors in a family photo. James Woods as Mister Lisbon and Kathleen Turner as Missus Lisbon stand in the centre, surrounded by their five daughters. Trees and green leaves fill the background.]


A Lisbon family photo, featuring James Woods and Kathleen Turner as Mr and Mrs Lisbon.





Coppola sought to remain faithful to the spirit and letter of the source material, inviting author Jeffrey Eugenides on set for several days as an adviser of sorts. The film unfolds with an ongoing, foreboding voiceover (voiced by actor Giovanni Ribisi), and it never hides the truth of the tragedy to come. The haunting question becomes the how and the why of it – inasmuch as there ever is a concrete how and why to a thing like taking one’s life. And in using the storytelling framework of the boys’ point of view, Coppola offers a perfect allegory to express how much boys, men and, ultimately, society, project onto young women; how much their behaviour and appearances are hyper-analysed in order to pathologize them. In terms of the film itself, the major ‘events’ or plot points are only the ones which would be memorable to teenagers, in the same dreamy haze as a high-school yearbook flashback: a shuffling, awkward house party that ends in sudden disaster; fumbling make-outs in cars; and a homecoming dance where Lux loses her virginity.

In terms of casting such a big – and young – ensemble, perhaps the most fortuitous of Coppola’s choices was the 16-year-old Kirsten Dunst. Coppola first saw Dunst as a child actor in Interview with a Vampire (1994) and was struck by the contrast between Dunst’s wholesome cheerleader-esque blondeness and a certain depth – even darkness – behind her eyes. Coppola was right: Dunst’s depiction of Lux, the boldest and eventually most promiscuous of the girls, gives the film warmth and texture even as the storytelling often regards her as something of an enigma. Dunst later expressed her own anxiety around playing the role: she herself had not, she says, had much experience with boys or played such a grown-up part before. The apple of all the boys’ eyes, Lux knows how to flirt better than the other girls; she plays footsie under the table and sunbathes in her bikini on the front lawn. Ultimately, though, it is her burgeoning womanhood and sexual curiosity that will lead to her parents’ increasing, suffocating punishment.

Coppola’s first feature is one of remarkably complete directorial vision. In 1999, a year when American teen high-school comedies and romances were at a frenzied peak – American Pie, She’s All That, 10 Things I Hate About You and Never Been Kissed all appeared that year, to name a handful – she offers a darkly compelling image of teenage girlhood and defies any conventions of this high-school obsession. In a film culture where, generally speaking, sex, virginity and teen girls’ bodies tended to be simple objects of male lust or crude punchlines, Coppola took teenage girls seriously. Nor, in her characterization of the Lisbon girls, does she lean into some of the more familiar tropes or trends of the 1990s teen film. These are not goths or witches or mean girls or quipping femmes; they are bored, nervous, hormonal adolescents with braces on their teeth and boys’ names doodled on their notebooks (and, in Lux’s case, her bra).


[image: Kirsten Dunst as Lux stands outdoors in a striped bikini top, looking over her shoulder with a smile. A blurred green landscape in the background.]


Kirsten Dunst, aged 16, on set.






[image: Sofia Coppola crouches beside Kirsten Dunst as Lux during a night shoot. Both rest their chins on their hands. Dunst wears a pink nightdress, and they sit on a stone step with grass behind them.]


Sofia Coppola and Kirsten Dunst, on a break between scenes.






[image: A scene from the movie The Virgin Suicides. Trip Fontaine, played by Josh Hartnett, leans casually on a red car, wearing a brown leather jacket, white shirt, blue trousers, and amber-tinted sunglasses. He wears a white beaded necklace. Trees blur in the background.]


Josh Hartnett as teen heartthrob Trip Fontaine.






Beyond this, The Virgin Suicides was also a project which employed so many of the visual and thematic interests she would express further in her career: the so-called gilded cage of young women in varying degrees of wilting isolation and repression, even while often in materially comfortable surroundings. Sexual repression is another major theme (from Marie Antoinette to Priscilla, it’s a distinct theme and one Coppola has acknowledged); the trappings of so-called frivolity and femininity that these characters reclaim as sustenance, looking for pleasure in pretty things where they can find it. Coppola has a distinctive eye for nail polish-and-makeup-covered dressers, the charming mystery of girly adolescent bedrooms, the idle magazine reading and lolling bare feet of the sisters in their isolation; we see this in The Virgin Suicides and repeatedly throughout her work, regardless of the setting.

For Coppola, surrounded as she was by the masculine Italian-American cabal of her father’s world – cousins, friends and brothers alike – she couldn’t help but be drawn to the girly confection of a subject like the one in the book. She revelled in Eugenides’ novel and its fascination with the cosseted world of girlhood. As a revealing line from the book, repeated in voiceover in the film, goes: ‘We began to understand the imprisonment of being a girl, how it made your mind active and dreamy, and how you understood what colours went together.’

[image: A scene from the movie The Virgin Suicides. Kirsten Dunst as Lux stands closely between three other teenage girls outdoors.]


Leslie Hayman, Kirsten Dunst, Hannah Hall and Chelsea Swain.





Even if you’ve seen only a handful of Sofia Coppola’s films, you know what a prophetically perfect summary it is of so much of her work; how it describes both the constraints and the pleasant frivolity of girlhood, and how one might become a way to deal with the other. For his part, Jeffrey Eugenides felt Coppola captured his book wonderfully and added her own spin to it. In a 2018 interview, he expressed the idea that the point of his book in many ways is that these boys don’t see or understand the girls very well at all, but that lack – that emptiness – is exactly what many young women readers seized onto. Perhaps that is exactly what Sofia herself saw as an opportunity within. Its impenetrability is precisely its point: when it comes to girlhood, there’s a lot of conjecture and very little understanding. ‘Maybe growing up with so many strong men around me meant I felt, I don’t know, closely connected to being feminine,’ Coppola said in a 2017 interview. ‘In my first movie I felt like making something for teenage girls.’ In her film, the gap between looking and actually seeing – between an external fascination with these young women and the actual truth of their lives – is made clear. She achieves this not only through the voiceover of these middle-aged men reminiscing over a female tragedy, but also through the exterior shots of the Lisbon house, its windows and its seemingly towering enigma.

Beyond its gendered element, there is also the story’s obvious preoccupation with sudden and premature death. When Sofia, who is the youngest sibling in her family, was the tender age of 15, her oldest brother Giancarlo, who was 22, was killed in a boating accident. The shockwaves of that grief seem to have informed some of her attachment to the project; one presumes she knew, at a painfully young age, what it was like to experience the heaviness and darkness of this kind of loss. It gives a particular anguish and poignancy to Coppola’s depiction of the sisters’ reaction to the loss of their youngest, Cecilia. Framed carefully, mostly in nocturnal darkness, Mr Lisbon cradles the girl’s crumpled body in the front yard as the others are held back by their mother, who has her arms thrown wide around them in a protective huddle. She is trying to shield them from the image of their dead sibling as they stand on the threshold of the family home, changed beyond measure. It’s one of the most striking and memorable moments in the film.


Early work and Lick the Star

It took Sofia Coppola a little while of dabbling and moonlighting before she decided to turn her hand to filmmaking. Growing up fascinated by music, fashion, photography and the arts, she spent some time as a supporting actor in her father’s films – and then starring memorably and controversially in The Godfather Part III (1990) – before turning to other pursuits. She went to college, dropped out, started a fashion label; she both appeared in and directed a handful of music videos. But it wasn’t until 1998 that Coppola would make a film – a stylish 14-minute short called Lick the Star – that she realized she ‘just knew’ what it was she should be doing.

The short concerns a group of vicious, disaffected seventh-grade girls who take it upon themselves to poison the boys in their class, led by their imposing queen bee. Inspired by V C Andrews’ Flowers in the Attic – a popular gothic novel of teen incest and arsenic poison – the girls go about their business to the needle drops of girl-punk and Riot Grrl bands like The Go-Go’s, Free Kitten and The Amps, fronted by Kim Deal, formerly of the Pixies. Filmed in handheld, black and white 16mm, the grainy observational style might initially seem rough-around-the-edges for the usually pristine Sofia; but there are still revealing moments of the filmmaker’s future within. A lackadaisical, poetic slow-motion sequence comes into play at one point; but perhaps more than anything else, Lick the Star is thematically of a piece with much of Coppola’s later work. It’s a real window into what would prove to be lasting auteurist preoccupations for her: death, teenage girlhood and the more unseemly and raucous behaviours and desires of young women. The fun had only just begun.



As such, Coppola’s approach is a curious mixture of melancholy memory and dark irony. In some elements, there’s a real swoon of nostalgia, a rose-tinted affection for these doomed young women looking aloof in their 1970s summertime to the radio rock of Styx and Heart. But it also coolly uproots any of the usual cinematic affectations around nostalgia (compare and contrast to the tone of Richard Linklater’s notably boyish 1970s teen flick, Dazed & Confused). This is a film where awkward high-school house parties turn into sites of horror and death; not quite gothic but verging on the territory, with its abrupt reveal of two stockinged feet hanging from the rafters or the waifish youngest sister tumbling from a window.

If all of that sounds serious, it’s also worth noting that Coppola is never without a twinkle of sly humour. One of the boys (played by Robert Schwartzman) does the quasi-smooth flirtatious classic – a wall-lean – to talk to one of the sisters; the airless, mean-spirited gossip of suburban housewives and neighbours, with Coppola cutting between various domestic spaces to underscore the absurdity and cruelty of their prurient interests. And certainly the deadpan line from Cecilia, when she’s being questioned about her motivation for attempting suicide, is a comic reading for the ages: ‘Obviously, doctor, you’ve never been a 13-year-old girl.’


[image: Kirsten Dunst as Lux smiles slightly in a candid outdoor shot. Her hair is caught mid-motion as she turns toward the camera. She wears a sleeveless top and stands outdoors in front of blurred green foliage.]


A candid photo of Kirsten Dunst on set.






[image: A scene from the movie The Virgin Suicides. Lux Lisbon, played by Kirsten Dunst, turns and smiles while seated in a classroom. Behind her, Trip Fontaine, played by Josh Hartnett, stares forward. Both wear white shirts, and the background shows wood-panelled doors.]


Lux Lisbon (Dunst) and Trip Fontaine (Hartnett) as short-lived high-school sweethearts.





Coppola also finds a lightning rod for the female gaze in the form of Trip Fontaine, the weed-smoking jock heartthrob of the high school. Played by Josh Hartnett in a wig that was, apparently, notorious for falling off at inconvenient times, Coppola films him in intentional smitten slow-motion, tossing his pretty head back as girls stare in the high-school corridor, or an overhead shot of him topless in a swimming pool. She luxuriates in filming Hartnett with the wide-eyed, hormonal gaze of a teenage girl, even as Hartnett, apparently embarrassed by the attention, didn’t quite know where to put his hands.

The other actors were a mixture of ingenues and stalwart veterans, with a cameo from Danny DeVito as a school psychologist. But the majority of the cast were teens themselves, lending a summer-camp feeling to the atmosphere on set, as Coppola later described it. She was, after all, only 29 herself, a de-facto camp counsellor to the largely teenage cast. Josh Hartnett, as one of the oldest of the youths, had his twentieth birthday on set. Onlookers like Eugenides referred to the mood during production as circumspect and carefully premeditated; apparently Coppola gave her direction quietly to individual cast and crew members, running a relaxed but disciplined set that never operated via declarative shouting. Coppola later said that her father, an important mentor, gave her advice that she ignored in favour of doing things her own – less macho – way. ‘He would tell me to shout “Action!” louder so they knew I was in charge. I would say: “But Dad, this is how I do it.”’

Throughout her career, Coppola would be known for maintaining controlled, quiet sets, and for taking a firm but gentle approach that contrasted with the stereotypical (read: masculine) idea of a film set. That she spent much of her childhood on her father’s film sets – including on the inspiring but chaotic production of Apocalypse Now (1979) – seems to underline the fact that she appreciated her dad’s mentorship while consciously cultivating a different atmosphere for her own work. In this cast full of mostly young women, navigating sensitive subject matter of sex and suicide, Coppola preferred to pull her actors to one side and confer with them privately. It says something about her sense of self-assurance as a young woman director, as well as her sensitivity towards her actors.

Another interesting addition to the cast was the all-important voiceover, speaking for the infatuated boys who had grown up into equally puzzled grown men, and in a sense, for Eugenides’ own authorial voice. For this role, Coppola selected Giovanni Ribisi, who would go on to play the indifferent husband of her next film, Lost in Translation. Also key to The Virgin Suicides cast were, of course, the Lisbon parents, played by two acting veterans who brought plenty of authority – and other associations with past film work – to the screen. Mr Lisbon, the well-meaning maths teacher patriarch of the Lisbon family, is played by James Woods, usually a rather unctuous screen presence in films like Salvador (1986) and Casino (1996), but here supine and placid, letting his wife rule the roost.

Mrs Lisbon is a hawk-eyed helicopter mother with a strict religious bent, played by Kathleen Turner, who burst onto the screen in one of the most openly sensual, provocative erotic thrillers of the 1980s, Body Heat (1981). It hardly seems accidental that this hypersexual, adulterous past role might add layers to Mrs Lisbon’s fixation on maintaining her daughters’ purity. Her cruelty reaches a peak that’s both literally and figuratively noxious when she forces Lux to burn her rock ‘n’ roll records as a punishment for breaking curfew – and the smoking vinyl nearly chokes out the entire household.


[image: Sofia Coppola stands beside a desk, looking at Danny DeVito seated behind it. Filming equipment surrounds them. The office is decorated with awards and certificates.]


Coppola directs screen veteran Danny DeVito in his brief but memorable scenes as the school counsellor.





There are shades of Brian De Palma’s horror classic Carrie (1976) in this toxic mother-daughter dynamic, adapted from the Stephen King novel of the same name; that film, too, has an obsession with the struggles of female puberty. (Take Coppola’s more subdued visual nod to tampons in a bathroom cupboard, an object key to the unforgettable opening scene of De Palma’s film, where the protagonist is pelted with them in a locker room). Never was this visual and thematic reference clearer than in one of the most memorable sequences of The Virgin Suicides; the homecoming dance that the Lisbon girls have to beg their parents to attend, with Trip Fontaine’s help. With its blinking fairy lights, chintzy polyester gowns and giant corsages, the dance can’t help but to recall the climactic, hysterical prom scene in Carrie.

Per Coppola’s subtle, elliptical style, nothing quite so theatrical occurs. Instead, the girls have a whirlwind of an evening, kiss some boys and drink some peppermint schnapps. But an underlying, creeping dread fills the atmosphere, and the turning point of the film is, ultimately, one of crossing a sexual threshold. But instead of De Palma’s bloody, retributive revenge on a fickle football player, Coppola offers a different and far more realistic coda: a magical evening that descends into a disappointing one, a thrilling mutual infatuation that, for the boy, ends immediately once they have sex. Trip disappears into the night, leaving Lux alone, and soon after, the voiceover reveals that it’s the last time the pair will see each other. To borrow a cliché, love’s young dream has curdled. When Lux loses her virginity to Trip that night on a freezing cold football field, nothing is ever the same. The extreme punishment meted out for missing her parents’ curfew – pulling the girls out of school and locking them indoors for weeks on end, cutting off all their access to the outside world – is ultimately the final catalyst for the girls’ actions.
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