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Tim Robbins as Norville Barnes in The Hudsucker Proxy, presenting his ‘extruded plastic dingus’, also known as the Hula Hoop.













INTRODUCTION



It all began with a circle. A simple outline on a neatly folded piece of paper, kept in a shoe. A circle whose meaning was only evident to the goofball who drew it: ‘Y’know. For kids!’


The Hudsucker Proxy is not the Coen brothers’ first film. And it is by no means their best or most important. In fact, it’s widely considered one of their weakest and was their biggest box-office flop. But, soon after I turned 20, it arrived on my TV screen via a VHS rental and introduced me to a whole new cinematic world.


If I’m honest, the film’s references to Frank Capra, Howard Hawks and Preston Sturges did not specifically register. Thus far I’d grown up on a diet of Lucas, Spielberg, Cameron and Carpenter, with Tarantino as the hot new thing. Did I understand that Jennifer Jason Leigh was impersonating Rosalind Russell and Katharine Hepburn? No, I was too busy recognizing her from Paul Verhoeven’s medieval trash-romp Flesh+Blood. My strongest point of connection with Hudsucker’s absurdly high-rise, retro-futuristic world was Terry Gilliam’s Brazil. Did that matter? Not at all. I thought it was a hoot. Especially the gag about the circle.


It wasn’t the movie’s inspirations that drew me in, but the movie itself. It spoke for itself. With little hesitation, I dived into the Coens’ output, honking at the tarmac-tearing comedy of Raising Arizona, puzzling over the oblique but compelling Barton Fink, falling head over heels for the sharply stylized gangsterism of Miller’s Crossing. By the time their next film Fargo arrived, I was Arts Editor on my university newspaper, Leeds Student. So it’s the first film of theirs I ever appraised, and praised, in print. Yes, I believed the whole ‘true story’ thing. And I don’t mind one bit.


I got their offbeat humour. I became enraptured by their impeccable design and smooth, assured camera moves. I revelled in the joyous cadence of their precisely scripted dialogue. To me, their characters spoke like real people, while also sounding like nobody I knew or had ever met. I’ve never outgrown quoting them in everyday conversation: ‘I was just speculatin’ about a hypothesis’. . . ‘I’m not gonna debate you’. . .‘That’s just, like, your opinion man.’


Without realizing it, I’d joined the cult. I began to identify members of the Coen company of actors, becoming excited whenever, say, Jon Polito popped up, or Steve Buscemi or Frances McDormand. And I grooved on the rhythm of their trademarks. In my mind, I’d play Coen Bingo: Small yappy dog? Check. Self-important man behind a desk? Check. Repeated line of dialogue? Check. Low-gliding tracking shot following a pair of feet down a corridor? Check. A circle? Bingo! These hallmarks gave the films an impressive sense of cohesion, despite all their differences in genre and setting.


Four decades after their debut, it remains impossible to be bored by the Coen brothers. Their 18 films together, from Blood Simple to The Ballad of Buster Scruggs, bear up beautifully under re-examination. Even their early Noughties missteps (Intolerable Cruelty and The Ladykillers) are quirkily watchable, if a little frustrating. Theirs is a body of work rarely matched for consistency of quality, cogency of vision, appealing idiosyncrasy, and quiet, confident independence. Where else could you find a brutal neo-Western rubbing shoulders with a domestic existential-crisis drama, a Homeric prison-break bluegrass musical, a Fifties Hollywood satire about religion and communism, and a no-frills, snow-covered tragicomedy?


My focus here is quite deliberately on the movies rather than the men. Joel and Ethan have never been great sharers when it comes to their private lives, and have been blessed by a lack of drama on that front. There simply isn’t a huge amount to report. I met them together once, briefly, in 2001, at a Cannes Film Festival press event for The Man Who Wasn’t There, and I’ve met Ethan again more recently, with his other other half Tricia Cooke, to talk about Drive-Away Dolls. Despite warnings that they can be difficult interviewees, I found them to be friendly, if a little wary and weary, and happy to answer questions that weren’t crushingly banal, or demanding that they explain the meanings of their films. They always seem happier talking about other peoples’ movies that they grew up with, or have inspired them, or impressed them.
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Ethan (left) and Joel Coen at the Cannes Film Festival, 2001, where they won Best Director for The Man Who Wasn’t There, shared with David Lynch for Mulholland Drive.





So it feels appropriate that the story of Joel and Ethan Coen should be the story of their films. Films that so many have now grown up with, and been inspired by, and impressed by. Films embraced by the Hollywood establishment, even though the resolutely New York-based Coens have never been a part of it. Films that enthral, and amuse, and perplex, and shock, and, above all else, beg to be rewatched.
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The mid-Sixties. In St Louis Park, a sleepy western suburb of Minneapolis, Minnesota, a pair of young brothers are shooting a remake of 1943’s Lassie Come Home. Titled Ed. . .A Dog, this light-hearted, no-budget take on MGM’s canine-themed weepy is just one of several homegrown productions the two have been working on – usually comedic re-makes of old movies they’ve just seen on TV. And they watch a lot of old movies on TV, from Tarzan adventures to Bob Hope comedies to Doris Day confections such as Pillow Talk.


The eldest, Joel, operates the Vivitar Super 8 camera he purchased with hard-earned lawn-mowing money. Younger brother Ethan has taken the role of the family matriarch, played in the original by Elsa Lanchester. To convince in the part, he’s put on a tutu he borrowed from their sister Debbie. The short film climaxes with Ethan being thrown across a room by their pal Mark Zimmering, playing the dog-loving son, whose sudden show of force is his way of persuading his parents to let him keep the eponymous hound.


While their commitment cannot be questioned, neither sibling has much knowledge of even the most basic filmmaking techniques. They don’t even know you can cut film after it’s been shot, so they edit as they go, in-camera. They still have much to learn. But if they harbour dreams of a future in which they make it big, those dreams will come true. For in these home movies, we find the appropriately offbeat genesis of a creative collaboration that will endure for six decades (and counting). Although Ethan will move firmly behind the camera. And lose the tutu.


Born three years apart – Joel on 29 November 1954, Ethan on 21 September 1957 – to Edward, a professor of economics, and Rena, an art historian, the Coen brothers grew up in a relatively traditional Jewish household that supported creative expression and tolerated their high jinks. Edward Coen was a fan of Ealing comedies of the Forties and Fifties and passed on a love of the absurd to his two sons, while Rena indulged their escapades. The boys ran around making ‘jungle movies’ in the swamp behind their home, she recalled in 1992, also remembering the local newspaper they printed and sold, and the unfortunate chicken that Joel and a friend dissected on her ironing board. ‘We thought, “Well, Joel might be interested in medicine.”’ Ethan, it should be said, was uninvolved in this poultry atrocity. He was off somewhere, ‘in his own world’.


Such rambunctious behaviour was rooted, the Coens would say later, in an urge to compensate for their lives being so mundane; Ethan once described his homeland as ‘like Siberia, except you have family restaurants there’. At high school, they found some mental stimulus in Cinema Club, refining their tastes through the discovery of higher-brow fare, such as François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows. But it’s unsurprising that, once they were both done with college, they put St Louis Park in their rear-view as soon as possible.
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The childhood home of the Coen brothers in St Louis Park, Minnesota.





In 1974, Joel, the more hands-on and technical of the pair, started studying film at the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University. Here, he spent four years ‘sat at the back of the room with an insane grin on my face,’ and submitted a 30-minute thesis film that was a world away from Ed. . .A Dog and its ilk. Soundings concerns a woman who has sex with her deaf boyfriend, while loudly fantasizing about making love to his best buddy, who is listening in the next room. On graduating, Joel decamped to the University of Texas film school in Austin. However, he only lasted a semester, before quitting and marrying a woman he’d fallen fast in love with, moving with her to New York. (They divorced soon after.)


Ethan, the more thoughtful one, headed to Princeton University to study philosophy, writing his senior thesis on Ludwig Wittgenstein. ‘God knows why,’ he later shrugged. ‘I don’t see too many connections with my work as a filmmaker.’ At one point, he decided to take a term off and failed to inform the college that he intended to return. In an attempt to expedite his re-admittance, he faked a doctor’s note explaining that he’d lost an arm in a hunting accident – in his brother-in-law’s living room. It was cheeky, absurd and earned him a referral to a psychiatrist. Now there’s a connection with his work as a filmmaker.


The brothers reunited in New York, where Ethan moved in with Joel and his wife at their apartment on 280 Riverside Drive, Upper Manhattan. To earn his keep, he found data-entry work via a temp agency. His first taste of the entertainment industry came with a modest gig contributing to scripts for popular TV cop show Cagney & Lacey. Meanwhile, Joel had gained employment as an assistant editor, mostly working on low-budget horror films under the mentorship of Edna Ruth Paul. These included 1981’s Fear No Evil, in which a high-schooler turns out to be the Antichrist, and the psycho-slasher Nightmare, released the same year.


In early 1980, Joel worked on something much more significant. A young filmmaker named Sam Raimi arrived at Joel’s cutting room with several canisters of footage in the trunk of his car. He’d driven there from his home city of Detroit, where he’d just finished shooting his debut feature, an insanely kinetic and outrageously gory horror film titled The Evil Dead, about a group of clean-cut kids who head to a remote cabin and accidentally unleash a demonic force. Joel was impressed with the movie, and would lift a few of its stylistic tricks for his own directorial debut, Blood Simple. ‘A lot of the fun stuff, like the camera running upon the front lawn, is attributable to Raimi, who does a lot of shaky-cam stuff,’ Joel admitted in 1985.
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Director Sam Raimi, long-time friend and collaborator of the Coens.
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Joel and Ethan relaxing (as much as they’re able to) on the set of their debut film Blood Simple, in 1984.





He also clicked with Raimi personally, as did his brother. They shared childhood experiences of making daft home movies, and more importantly, a skewed sense of humour. It was a friendship that would result in two further collaborations: madcap crime-comedy The XYZ Murders, written by Joel, Ethan and Raimi and later directed by Raimi as 1985’s Crimewave; and The Hudsucker Proxy, which was co-written with Raimi, and would take the best part of a decade to bring to the screen.


During this time, Joel also met cinematographer Barry Sonnenfeld at a party in Manhattan. ‘We got talking about how great the cinematography was in Wim Wenders’ The American Friend,’ recalled Sonnenfeld. He later invited Joel to help out on a commercial film he was shooting. He was, according to Sonnenfeld, ‘the world’s worst PA. He got three parking tickets, came late, set fire to the smoke machine.’


He was a much better writer. Even at this early stage of their collaboration, he and Ethan gelled effortlessly, with little creative friction. Raimi compared their process to a game of badminton. ‘Joel would mention a line of dialogue, and Ethan would finish the sentence, then Joel would say the punch line, and Ethan would type it up.’ The first script the siblings ever wrote was a screwball comedy called Coast to Coast, in which a communist government clones Albert Einstein. ‘It had 28 Einsteins in it,’ Ethan boasted. They also, Joel once revealed, took a write-for-hire gig from a producer (whom they’ve never named), but that project never came to fruition.


It was probably just as well. To make their start as hired hacks might have set Joel and Ethan off on the wrong track, much like the misplaced Barton Fink in their 1991 film of the same name. As it was, they had their own plans. To make their own film, on their own terms.
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Fuming cuckold Marty (Dan Hedaya) hires slippery snoop Visser (M Emmet Walsh) to kill his wife and her lover.





BLOOD SIMPLE


1984


Cowboy boots crunch on broken glass. Gunshots blast through the wall of a darkened room, creating shafts of smoky light. A man in a fur coat drags a shovel along the asphalt of a night-shrouded road, towards a bloody crawling figure played by The Evil Dead’s Bruce Campbell. And a block of text reads, ‘In Texas. . .You get what you pay for.’
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Seasoned character actor M Emmet Walsh plays the slimy redneck private detective Visser.





Over Presidents’ Day weekend in 1982, just outside New York City, Joel, Ethan and Barry Sonnenfeld – with the help of Sam Raimi’s actor buddy Bruce – cut together this two-minute trailer for what they hoped would be their debut movie, Blood Simple. They had to achieve maximum impact for minimal cost; hence, shooting it over the weekend to get three days with a rental camera for the price of one.


The brothers created the trailer to entice potential investors. ‘We knew no one would buy [the script], particularly since we wanted to make it ourselves,’ said Ethan. So they decided to raise the cash themselves, too. They needed just under a million dollars. With the trailer and a 16mm projector in the back of their car, they drove back to Minneapolis, where they could at least play the ‘local boys trying to make something of themselves’ card. And it worked. . .eventually. After the best part of a year lugging their taut teaser around homes, banks, junkyards, bowling alleys and urology clinics, they scraped the money together from around 60 investors. Blood Simple was greenlit – completely off the Hollywood radar.


The Coens’ debut originated in their enthusiasm for the pulp noir novels of James M Cain, which they’d voraciously consumed a few years earlier, when all Cain’s works – including The Postman Always Rings Twice and Double Indemnity – had been reissued in paperback. ‘We liked his hard-boiled style, and we wanted to write a James M Cain story and put it in a modern context,’ said Ethan.


Located in Joel’s old stomping ground of Texas to offer ‘something different’ to noir’s typically urban milieu, the film’s tightly wound plot concerns humourless bar owner Marty (Dan Hedaya), who hires a private eye named Visser (M Emmet Walsh) to kill his wife Abby (Frances McDormand) and her lover, barman Ray (John Getz). One double-cross later, Visser murders Marty and frames Abby – only for Ray to discover the body and bury it, despite it turning out that Marty has survived the gunshot wound. While Ray and Abby start to wonder if they can trust each other, Visser realizes he’s left evidence at the crime scene and sets his sights on Ray (who he kills) and Abby, who ultimately takes down Visser. At no point in the film does any character see the entire picture.


With the film set in the modern day to save the costs of period recreation, it was easy for critics to lump Blood Simple in with other neo-noirs in vogue at the time, not least David Mamet’s adaptation of The Postman Always Rings Twice and Lawrence Kasdan’s Body Heat, both released in 1981. However, the Coens insisted their take was different. ‘Body Heat was more of a mystery,’ noted Ethan. ‘We didn’t want to write a whodunit. We wanted to do a movie where the audience knows what’s going on every step of the way.’ Though they must concentrate to follow it. For example, Visser never tells anybody he’s trying to frame Abby; we must surmise this from his decision to use her gun and leave it at the scene. Furthermore, Joel and Ethan pointed out, they were mining the source material for film noir, rather than the noirs themselves. When it came to visual inspiration, they looked more to Bernardo Bertolucci’s baroque political thriller The Conformist (1970) for its elegant styling, and, of course, The Evil Dead.


Blood Simple is a noir-horror hybrid. Apart from the rushing ‘shaky cam’ trick Joel learned from Raimi, there is Marty’s apparent return from the dead, at first during the burial scene, and later in a dream sequence where he appears to Abby and vomits blood. There is also the eerie way that Marty’s blood, smeared across the back seat of Ray’s car, never seems to clot. It constantly seeps through the towels Ray throws over it, a bright crimson reminder of his crime. Carter Burwell’s piano-led score, meanwhile, has shades of John Carpenter’s work, particularly Halloween.
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In a memorably gruesome sequence, Ray (John Getz) is forced to bury Marty alive.





Blood Simple also has a grim sense of humour which, along with a joy of blending genre, would characterize almost every Coen movie that followed. There is a repeated gag where someone screeches away from Ray’s home, not realizing he lives on a culde-sac, and must drive back past. And there’s a winking knowingness to the way that Burwell’s score strikes up as Ray starts to leave the burial scene, then pauses when his car refuses to start, and resumes once he’s got the engine going and takes off.


Though it was shot on the cheap and lacks the sheen of their later work, Blood Simple is a fully formed Coen vision. It is packed with what would later be familiar trademarks: repeated lines that give the dialogue a distinctive rhythm (‘I’m not a marriage counsellor’); their love of following characters at foot-level (‘the lower the camera, the more dynamic it is,’ said Sonnenfeld); and their ostentatious tracking shots. While planning an impressive camera glide along Marty’s bar, which cheekily takes the audience up and over a slumped drunk, Joel asked Ethan if it might be too self-conscious. ‘The whole movie is self-conscious,’ said Ethan. ‘Why pick on that shot?’


Such self-questioning is a reminder that, despite the finished product being so assured, the brothers were very much learning on the job. ‘The first real movie set I was ever on was the first day of shooting,’ recalled Joel. It was rather overwhelming for the introverted 28-year-old. ‘If you look at photographs of me during the first few weeks, they’re a little scary because I don’t look well. I look like I need to be institutionalized.’
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Frances McDormand made her feature film debut as Blood Simple’s unwitting ‘final girl’ Abby.





Walsh, who by this point had been in more than one hundred movies and was attracted by what he saw as a ‘Sydney Greenstreet’ quality to his character, at times found their inexperience frustrating. ‘Joel didn’t really know the acting vocabulary,’ he recalled. During one take, the elder Coen asked him to look in a certain direction. Walsh asked why. ‘Just humour me, will you?’ Joel replied. ‘Let’s cut this sophomoric stuff,’ Walsh reportedly growled at one point. ‘It’s not NYU anymore!’ Still, they ultimately got on well, and the actor respected their level of preparation. ‘They had it storyboarded to death,’ he said – this being a matter of necessity in the Coens’ eyes, to keep costs down and prevent wasting precious film on unneeded shots. And Walsh was pleased with the results; enough to return in a bit-part in Raising Arizona.


Despite taking co-writing credits and editing together (though they’d edit under the pseudonym of Roderick Jaynes), Joel took sole credit for directing and Ethan for producing. But the truth was, they shared these duties. ‘The line wasn’t clearly drawn,’ said Joel. ‘The way we worked was incredibly fluid. I think we’re both just about equally responsible for everything in the movie.’


After spending a year editing, this equal responsibility extended to their efforts to get the movie actually seen. ‘Nobody would touch it at first,’ said Joel, revealing that the major studios had firmly declined. ‘They would always say, “How am I going to sell this movie?” It’s a murder film that seems to be an art film, and some distributors were afraid the murder crowd would think it was an art film, and the art crowd would think it was a murder film.’ Their frustration was only compounded by the fact that, having sunk everything they had into getting Blood Simple made, they were out of money and out of options.


Eventually, the film started showing at festivals, and its popularity with audiences drew attention. After it was accepted to the Toronto Film Festival, the brothers found enthusiastic support in Washington DC-based indie distributor Circle Films. The owner, Ben Barenholtz, so loved the film he signed them to a four-picture deal that gave them complete creative control. ‘I’ve seen a lot of first films, and there’s something about this film that is so good and so natural,’ he said.


While Blood Simple wasn’t a massive box-office hit (it grossed $2.7 million), it marked the Coens out as new talents. Variety described the film as ‘inordinately good’, adding, ‘the observant viewer will find a cornucopia of detail.’ The brothers were even invited to meet with Steven Spielberg, though they declined to work with him. They had their own plans. ‘You can’t get any more independent than Blood Simple,’ said Joel in 1985. ‘It was done by people who have no experience of feature films, Hollywood or otherwise. We’d like to continue as independently as possible.’




Who is Roderick Jaynes?


On 11 February 1997, Roderick Jaynes received his first Oscar nomination, for editing Joel and Ethan Coen’s Fargo. He would later receive a second, for No Country For Old Men, in 2008. Not bad for somebody who doesn’t exist, having been created by the Coens to prevent their names appearing too many times in the credits. Even as late as 2008, the Coens kept up the knowing pretence, saying they didn’t expect Jaynes to make the Oscars that year because ‘he’s very old – late 80s, early 90s,’ and that they wouldn’t be able to pick up his award because ‘they don’t allow proxies to accept Academy Awards’.
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Nicolas Cage as perennial jailbird H I McDunnough.






RAISING ARIZONA


1987


One question Barry Sonnenfeld was asked a lot during the shoot for the Coen brothers’ second picture was: ‘Does it look wacky enough?’ While constructing the film’s madcap chase through a supermarket in north Phoenix, Arizona – which featured Nicolas Cage with tights on his head, gun-toting shop assistants and a pack of excited dogs – Sonnenfeld suggested raising his camera just a little, as its current low position was in danger of becoming too dazzled by the ceiling’s fluorescent lights. However, to Joel and Ethan, placing it higher would make the action look less ‘wacky’. So they established a golden rule: if in doubt, make it wackier.


The Coens’ first priority with their Blood Simple follow-up was to ‘make something completely different,’ said Ethan. They did not want to be pegged as art-house filmmakers or neo-noirists. Their new movie couldn’t be dark. It had to be something ‘funny, with a quicker rhythm’. Originally they wanted to shoot the script they’d written with Sam Raimi immediately after Blood Simple: The Hudsucker Proxy. However, they soon realized the required budget was far beyond their reach. So instead they concocted a small-scale crime comedy about a frustrated childless trailer-park couple – ex-con H I ‘Hi’ McDunnough and ex-cop Ed – who kidnap a quintuplet born to unpainted-furniture magnate Nathan Arizona (Trey Wilson), to raise as their own.
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