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  Turning and turning in the widening gyre

  The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

  Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

  Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

  The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

  The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

  The best lack all conviction, while the worst

  Are full of passionate intensity.

  W. B. Yeats, “The Second Coming”
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  INTRODUCTION TO THE SECOND EDITION

  “Reasonable doubt. I’m sayin’, sometimes, the more you look, the less you really know. It’s a fact. A proved fact. In a way, it’s the only fact there is.”

  Freddy Riedenschneider in The Man Who Wasn’t There

  THE REASON I WROTE THE first edition of this biography, published in 2000, was that the Coen brothers were among the most exciting, innovative, intriguing, and amusing American film directors around. And they were the most independent! What I particularly admired, and what interests me in most art, was the allusiveness and intertextuality of their films. They were especially aware that their films came after more than seventy years of cinema history, and they paid homage to the writers and directors that had influenced them. But their work was no mere pastiche or superficial acknowledgement of their predecessors. They had, in Ezra Pound’s terms, “made new.”

  When they first burst onto the scene with Blood Simple in 1984, they immediately established their credentials as the true descendants of the masters of the American film noir of the 1940s, and showed how profoundly they were imbued with the spirit of the hard-boiled school of writers such as James M. Cain, Raymond Chandler, and Dashiell Hammett. Above all, they had immediately grasped the language of cinema. They were not content to use the tools of conventional narrative but sought to explore the supremacy of the image. In film after film, they found the appropriate visual style for the subject. Each of their films had a different look and feel, and yet each carried the brothers’ individual signature. This was heartening in a period when Hollywood movies were becoming more and more anonymous and increasingly aiming at teen audiences. Yet the Coen brothers’ films could be appreciated by sophisticated adults who got the references, as well as by those who enjoyed them on a less cerebral level.

  However, I cannot disguise the fact that I’ve been disappointed by some of the Coens’ films since the last edition in 2000, and what I saw as a detrimental move into the mainstream. But this was only measured by the highest standards that they had set themselves. Nevertheless, I was confident, given Joel and Ethan’s singular talents and track record, that another high would be just round the corner.

  I was not wrong. They soon came up with No Country For Old Men, for which they carried off three Academy Awards: Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Adapted Screenplay, plus Best Supporting Actor (Javier Bardem). This enabled the Coens to join the few elite directors honored in three main categories for one film. There was also almost unanimous critical acclamation, with some reviewers, like Peter Travers of Rolling Stone, considering the movie to be “a new career peak.”

  No Country For Old Men was the first direct adaptation of a novel, after which the Coens returned to original screenplays: Burn After Reading, which I consider a blip, and A Serious Man, their most personal and least commercial film (with The Hudsucker Proxy). Then it was back to an adaptation/remake with True Grit, nominated for ten Academy Awards, their least personal but most commercial film.

  Although, as Joel admitted, “Neither of us rides, and I don’t think we’d thought enough about the horses. They’re at the front of every scene and that was tricky at times,” that didn’t disqualify two middle-class Midwest Jews from making a superior western.

  “No horses were harmed” during the making of True Grit, just as “no Jews were harmed” during the making of A Serious Man, a subject that was closest to their own childhood experiences in 1967, filtered through their black humor. Inside Llewyn Davis, set a few years earlier in 1961, at the time of the folk revival, gave the brothers the chance to explore their favorite theme of the loser, adding the struggling folk singer to the list that includes Hi, Barton Fink, Norville Barns, The Dude, Ed Crane, and Larry Gopnik. Of the character of Llewyn Davis, Ethan declared that “It’s more interesting for us to make a movie about a loser. Who wants to make a movie about Elvis?”

  One could say that the Coen brothers know as much about being losers as they know about riding horses. Because, whether an adaptation, a remake, or an original screenplay, commercial or personal, a Coen brothers’ film is always an event. Retaining their position as foremost among filmmakers who emerged in the 1980s, the Coens continue to surprise, astonish, irritate, amuse, and inspire.

  Ronald Bergan

  Prague, 2015


  I

  O, BROTHER!

  “The way we work is incredibly fluid. I think we’re both just about equally responsible for everything in the movie.”

  1     The Mark of Coen

  FILM DIRECTOR JOEL COEN SLAYS YOUNGER BROTHER ETHAN!

  DURING ONE OF THEIR WRITING sessions, Joel Coen (46) suddenly pulled out a gun on Ethan (43), his brother and co-creator of all their movies, and threatened to kill him. Ethan begged him not to do it. “Look into your heart,” the younger man pleaded, echoing the words that John Turturro speaks when he is about to be killed in Miller’s Crossing. But Joel blasted the .44 Magnum into Ethan’s chest two or three times in the manner of some of the many violent scenes in their films. He then took Ethan’s body into the country around Minneapolis, Minnesota, their hometown, and was feeding it into a mechanical wood-chipper when the police caught up with him. Joel then turned the gun on himself. The motive for the killing is still unclear. Some say that Joel could not tolerate the duality of their existence. Scrawled on a piece of paper on his desk was a quote from Edgar Allan Poe’s William Wilson, a story in which a mean-spirited gambling Austrian officer murders his doppelgänger, confesses, and kills himself.

  
    You have conquered and I yield. Yet, henceforth art thou also dead—dead to the World, to Heaven, and to Hope! In me didst thou exist—and, in my death, see by this image, which is thine own, how utterly thou hast murdered thyself.

  

  When the quotation above was submitted to the police graphologist, it was found to have been written by Roderick Jaynes, the mysterious editor on most of their films, and the writer of the introductions to the published scripts of Barton Fink and Miller’s Crossing.

  Naturally, like most people, I was shocked by the totally unexpected fratricide. But, to be honest, as the brothers’ biographer, I was secretly delighted. What a coup! Joel couldn’t have timed it better. The tragic event happened just as I was completing my biography and wondering how to end it. There is never much problem in the cases where the subjects are dead, but with the living it is far more difficult because the story has not ended. This gruesome killing gave my bi-biography, or “bigraphy,” just the sensationalist element it needed, a sine qua non for biographies these days. Up to that point, I had failed to dig up anything even vaguely scandalous about the brothers, though I hoped to suggest that they were abnormally close, a relationship on which new light was cast by the Coencide.

  Yet, nobody would ever have imagined that such a thing could ever have happened. There was a clue in something Joel once said when asked how the brothers determined which of them would produce and which direct. “I’m about three years older and thirty pounds heavier, and I have about three inches on Ethan in terms of reach. But then he fights real dirty. I can beat him up so I get to direct.” Ethan concurred: “It’s those critical three inches in reach that make the difference.”

  I was reading the screaming banner headlines, when a gust of wind caught the newspaper and carried it away from me. I tried to chase it along the road, but it kept evading my grasp. And then I woke up . . . I was unsure whether I was relieved or disappointed.

  
    There’s a guy in No. 7 that murdered his brother, and says he didn’t really do it, his subconscious did it. I asked him what that meant, and he says you got two selves, one that you know about and the other that you don’t know about, because it’s subconscious. It shook me up. Did I really do it and not know it?

    The Postman Always Rings Twice (James M. Cain)

  

  2     Being the Coen Brothers

  My thoughts went back to the day, over a year before, when I was first commissioned to do a biography of the Coen brothers and approached them to ask if they would cooperate. It was a situation that reminded me of a cartoon I once saw of a man opening the door of his apartment to a stranger. “Excuse me,” says the visitor. “You don’t know me but I’m your biographer.” Joel asked me, “Why would you want to write a biography of us? Listen, you’ve written books on Jean Renoir and Sergei Eisenstein. We can’t compare to them in any way. We’re boring.” I assured him that I, and my potential readers, were more interested in their public lives than their private ones. After all, I wasn’t writing a book on some bimbo movie star, male or female. But they were skeptical. “Actually, to tell the truth, we don’t want a book written about us.”

  “Come on,” I thought, “we’re not talking J. D. Salinger here!” However, there was one condition on which they would agree to cooperate, which I will come to later in this chapter.

  The Coen brothers, however reluctantly, have submitted themselves to endless interviews and photo sessions, though they are seldom seen smiling in the photos. “We’re not usually in a smiling mood when we get our pictures taken,” Joel explained. “It’s not one of our favorite things. The best interview we ever did was with a guy from Details magazine. We did it and then he went away and must have decided we were too boring, so he just made up the entire piece himself.”

  “I have to say,” interjected Ethan, “it was a big improvement. But if we keep being interviewed, we’ll never get any work done. You can print whatever you want. You don’t have to confirm anything.”

  Ideally, what biographers want is to enter the minds of their subjects, not literally, as in the Spike Jonze film Being John Malkovich, but in a figurative sense. “I want you to enter my mind,” says cartoonist George Sanders to his “ghost” Bob Hope in That Certain Feeling. “Can I bring a toothbrush?” Hope asks. I had my toothbrush ready for the journey. I was willing to act like an ace reporter, responding to the demands of the city editor, like the one in The Hudsucker Proxy, which I quote with one name substitution.

  “I wanna know what makes the Coens tick! Where are they from? Where are they going? I wanna know everything about these guys! Have they got girls? Have they got parents? . . . What’re their hopes and dreams, their desires and aspirations? . . . What do they eat for breakfast? Do they put jam on their toast or don’t put jam on their toast, and if not, why not, and since when?”

  Although I had met the Coen brothers and seen them a few times previously, I often wondered whether they were for real. Were they, as some headlines have suggested, “Brothers from Another Planet?” Or are we to believe George Clooney, who told an interviewer on the set of O Brother, Where Art Thou? that “They are not brothers at all, and Ethan is really a woman. Don’t let the whiskers fool you!”

  When I first spoke to Joel, he was just about to embark on the screenplay of O Brother, Where Art Thou? with Ethan. He told me he would speak to Ethan about the biography and that I could contact them through Alan J. Schoolcraft. Having already been forewarned of the prankster nature of the brothers, I skeptically questioned the existence of Mr. Schoolcraft, but Joel insisted there was such a person. The name struck me as invented. Knowing of Alan Jay Lerner, the lyricist of My Fair Lady, I put two and two together: Lerner, Learner, Learning, School Craft. QED.

  I admit that I subsequently spoke regularly to Schoolcraft on the phone, although his voice sounded suspiciously like Joel’s. He seemed to act as the Coen brothers’ factotum. A sort of Figaro, which is an anagram of Fargo without the I. Then I read a diary by one Alex Belth who worked as an assistant on The Big Lebowski. He writes: “I was introduced to Alan J. Schoolcraft, a recruit sent over from Working Title . . . I took one look at the Schoolcraft and thought there just wouldn’t be enough for two. He was a hulking slab of a lad with a fuzzy blond head and devilishly raised eyebrows over his shiny Irish eyes. The guy was pushing thirty and had been out in La-La land for a few years.” This piece of purple prose convinced me that Schoolcraft was a figment of the Coens’ imagination and that Belth was playing along.

  I was further frustrated when I tried to contact their editor Roderick Jaynes, who lives in Haywards Heath, not far from London where I lived, but I kept being told that he was either abroad or unavailable. I even stupidly began to question his existence, though I knew he had been nominated for an Oscar for his work on Fargo. As with Schoolcraft, I analyzed Roderick Jaynes’s name. From where did the name derive? I remembered that Roderick Usher was incestuously attracted to his sister in Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher and Jaynes echoes Janus, the two-faced Roman god. And that is how the Coens were mostly seen—as a two-headed, filmmaking mutant.

  3     The Ministry of Silly Names

  Both Joel and Ethan are Biblical names. Joel is Hebrew for “Yah is God,” meaning “Jehovah is the only true god.” In the Bible, Joel was a minor prophet, though he had a book named after him. According to nameologists, Joels are considered ambitious, intelligent, caring, and creative. Ethan means firm and strong. In the Bible, Ethan the Ezrahit is an obscure figure, only mentioned as being surpassed in wisdom by Solomon. The only other Ethan as famous (yes, there is the actor Ethan Hawke) is a fictional one, Edith Wharton’s Ethan Frome. There are not too many celebrated Joels either, although two appear in these pages—Joel Silver, the Hollywood producer of The Hudsucker Proxy, and Joel McCrea, the star of Preston Sturges’s Sullivan’s Travels, from which the Coens took the title O Brother, Where Art Thou?

  Joel and Ethan might be considered silly names by some, but they are not nearly as silly as the ones they have invented for their characters. Like one of their emulatees, Preston Sturges, they take a Dickensian delight in the comical cognomen. Gertrude Kock-enlocker (Betty Hutton) is the heroine of The Miracle of Morgan’s Creek (1944), who gives birth to sextuplets (one better than the mother in Raising Arizona), but can’t remember the father’s name. She only remembers that his name was something like Ratsky-Watsky.

  In Sturges’s The Palm Beach Story (1942), Rudy Vallee plays millionaire Hackensacker III, not too distant a name from millionaire Hudsucker. (From a different world comes J. J. Hunsecker, the vicious newspaper columnist played by Burt Lancaster in Alexander Mackendrick’s Sweet Smell of Success.) The ruthless businessman Sidney J. Mussburger (Paul Newman) starts toying with changing the name of Hudsucker Industries to Mussucker Industries, Hudburger Industries, Sidsucker Industries.

  The slogan of wealthy furniture dealer Nathan Arizona, the father of the quints in Raising Arizona, is “If you can find lower prices anywhere my name ain’t Nathan Arizona,” when actually his name is the even sillier Nathan Huffhines. “Would you buy furniture at a store called Unpainted Huffhines?” he says. In the same movie, there are the Snoates brothers, Gale and Evelle, and the terrifying Lone Biker of the Apocalypse with the incongruous name of Leonard Smalls. The leading characters are H. I., or Hi (as in drugs) and Ed (as in Edwina).

  The Big Lebowski, a funny name in itself, features a video porn producer called Jackie Treehorn and a Chicano bowling fanatic called Jesus Quintano; the Soggy Bottom Boys, Wash Hogwallop (obviously a hick), and Vernon T. Waldrip (an uppity drip) appear in O Brother, Where Art Thou?. Fargo has Gaear Grimsrud and Carl Showalter. The “funny looking” Steve Buscemi, who plays Showalter, also plays Mink, a little rodent, in Miller’s Crossing. However, the most emblematic of their characters’ names, in the tradition of Restoration comedy, is Barton Fink (John Turturro), “fink” meaning a sneak or unpleasant person.

  4     First Sighting

  Friday, May 24, 1991—the Duke of York’s Cinema in Brighton, Sussex, England. We have just watched Miller’s Crossing as part of the Brighton Festival. Joel and Ethan are being interviewed on stage after a screening. Although I knew already from having met a number of film directors, and interviewed some of them, that they are no longer whip-wielding, eye-patch and jodhpur-wearing megalomaniacs, I still have a romantic notion of these “helmsmen” of the cinema. Now they are just like you and me, and sometimes much younger. Little did I know that evening, almost a decade ago, that I would attempt to play their Boswell, although Dr. Johnson was over twenty years older than his biographer. The reverse would have seemed quite risible. Of course, a biographer can be older than a deceased subject.

  After coming out of my reverie of how young the brothers looked, I became aware of a nasty aroma from Ethan’s sneakers. It was the price I paid for being too much of a fan and sitting in the front row. Some of the audience challenged them on the filmmaker’s “responsibility” with regard to representing violence. Joel and Ethan brushed off any sense of responsibility, which didn’t go down too well with some of the more prissy questioners, but the Coens didn’t seem at all bothered.

  5     Double Whoopee

  “We received your fax regarding a biography, but due to our exceedingly busy schedule we will be unable to participate in the book for some time. However, in going over your résumé we noticed a prior bio on Laurel and Hardy. If you wished to reissue that particular book and substituted ‘Joel and Ethan’ for ‘Laurel and Hardy’ you would have our blessing.”

  I decided to try it. Below is an extract from the original first chapter of this biography.

  
    Although it took a few more films to develop the fixed personalities that Joel and Ethan Coen would be loved and acclaimed for, it was clear that Blood Simple was the beginning of a perfect comic partnership—Joel displaying his pomposity and outraged dignity, and Ethan innocently unaware of the havoc his idiocy causes. In their T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers, they were vagrants from bourgeois pretensions. However, despite their deference to authority, their unfailing courtesy, and their reverence for property, they inevitably left a trail of destruction in their wake. Yet if they had been merely idiots they would never have attracted the love and laughter of generation after generation. Much of their appeal lay in a childlike innocence—children suddenly finding themselves having to behave as adults in a harsh adult world. When Ethan cried, he cried not out of anger or hurt, but because he was confused. Even as married men, they behaved like naughty boys trying to escape from their nannies.

  

  Unfortunately, it was too difficult to continue in this vein, because I started getting into a fine mess when certain real discrepancies between the lives of The Thin One And The Fat One and those of The Thin One and The Thin One kept creeping in. Yet the Coens have often been referred to as a double act, and they do identify with the comic duo to a certain extent, though which is which is hard to tell. Oliver Hardy might not have been the explicit model for the many fat men (mostly John Goodman) in the Coens’ movies, but his influence on them is evident. However, Ollie was the master of the slow burn—when Stan landed him in a fine mess, he would just glare at the camera and twiddle his tie—while the Coens find “howling fat men” funny.

  In Raising Arizona, the two cons, Gale (John Goodman, the Hardy one) and Evelle (William Forsythe, the Laurel one), escape from jail and come out in the mud, a scene reminiscent of one in Pardon Us (1931), Laurel and Hardy’s first feature. Stan and Ollie are sent to prison for bootlegging. When they make their escape, they find themselves in cotton fields, where they black up and join the cotton pickers undetected. The three escaped convicts in O Brother, Where Art Thou? pretend to be black when they record a “Negro song” as the Soggy Bottom Boys for a blind record producer, and later black up to effect an escape from a chain gang. Of the two cons in Raising Arizona, the Coens remarked: “We first imagined Gale and Evelle to be sort of the Laurel and Hardy of the Southern penal society. Gale being the bigger older one and Evelle more the Stan Laurel type. They looked like grownup babies.”

  As in Their First Mistake (1932), in which Laurel and Hardy have to look after an adopted baby, Gale and Evelle have Nathan Arizona, Jr., the infant they have abducted, on their hands. When Evelle holds up a store to get diapers and balloons for the baby, he asks the shopkeeper if the balloons are a funny shape. “Not unless you find round funny,” says the shopkeeper. The Coens obviously found “round funny” like the hula hoop—“you know, for kids”—in The Hudsucker Proxy, and big, round men like business tycoon Waring Hudsucker (Charles Durning), the detective (M. Emmet Walsh) in Blood Simple, gangster Johnny Casper (Jon Polito) in Miller’s Crossing, and John Goodman.

  In Liberty (1929), Stan and Ollie are back in prison but quickly make a break for it and somehow find themselves on the top of a partly built skyscraper, not the best place for Ollie to discover that a crab has sidled into his pants. Panic reigns as much as when Paul Newman falls out of a skyscraper window in The Hudsucker Proxy with only the Laurel-like innocent, Tim Robbins, to hold him up by his feet.

  In The Big Lebowski, John Goodman attacks a Corvette with a crowbar, smashing the windshield and the driver’s window, thinking it’s the car of someone on whom he wishes to inflict revenge. Unfortunately, it’s the wrong car, and the Mexican owner takes the crowbar away from him and starts to smash what he believes is Goodman’s car. This derives almost directly from Big Business (1929), in which a splenetic James Finlayson and Laurel and Hardy wreck each other’s Tin Lizzies with abandon.

  Stan and Ollie are known in France by the singular sobriquet of “Laurelardee.” As the brothers speak with one voice, it seemed an unnecessary chore to divide their enunciations into “said Joel,” “added Ethan,” “Joel interrupted,” “Ethan interjected,” “explained Joel,” “ejaculated Ethan” throughout the book. I, therefore, considered calling the Coens, in order to vary the prose, Jethan, Ethoel, Joethan, Jethco, or even Ethel. How much better to quote them as one! e.g. “When we’re writing the script, we’re already starting to interpret the script directorially,” remarked Jethco. However, more often than not I have synthesized their individual utterances into one quote, so that when one reads “said the Coens,” it does not mean that they literally spoke in unison.

  
    ED: You mean you busted out of jail?

    GALE: Waaal . . .

    EVELLE: We released ourselves on our own recognizance . . .

    GALE: What Evelle means to say is, we felt the institution no longer had anything to offer.

    Raising Arizona

  

  6     Coencidences

  According to Ephraim Katz, “the brothers work in perfect harmony as a synchronized unit, planning and writing their films together and taking turns at directing scenes.” The brothers referred to here are not the Coens but the Italians Paolo and Vittorio Taviani. Codirected films and sibling filmmakers are not as “singular” or uncommon as has been made out. After all, in the beginning were the Lumière Brothers, August and Louis, whose surname has a poetic congruity. Let There Be Light! and there was Cinema! Twin brothers John and Roy Boulting interchanged as producer and director, and Albert and David Maysles made their Direct Cinema documentaries together. At another extreme are twin brothers Mike and George Kutcha, camp, low-budget, underground New York directors. Like the Coens, they were first let loose with 8mm cameras in their childhood, but unlike the Coens, the Kutcha brothers never graduated to 35mm. “I’m afraid of working on a big picture,” explained George. “I really wouldn’t want anyone to sink their money into a project of mine and then lose the money.” More recently, there have been Peter and Bobby Farrelly (There’s Something About Mary), Larry (now Lana) and Andy Wachowski (Matrix), and the Belgian prize-winning brothers Luc and Jean-Pierre Dardenne (La Promesse, Rosetta).

  *

  Nominally, Joel directs and Ethan produces, but they are jointly involved in every aspect of production and share the credit as screenwriters. So why does Joel take credit for directing while Ethan takes credit for producing? “We really codirect the movies,” Joel explained. “We take separate credits but actually do pretty much everything together. There really isn’t a good reason. We got in the habit with Blood Simple, just to stake out these two areas, to say, ‘Look, he produces. Don’t give us a producer.’ We could just as easily take the credits—‘Produced, written, and directed by’ the two of us. We’ve considered changing it, but we’d just get asked why we changed it at this point, so we might as well let it be. The credits on the movie don’t reflect the extent of the collaboration. I do a lot of things on the production side, and Ethan does a lot of directing stuff. The line isn’t clearly drawn.”

  Ethan: “We tend to see the movie on the same terms. There are no fundamental disagreements of what we are dealing with since we created it together.”

  Joel: “We share the same fundamental point of view towards the material. We may disagree about detailed stuff, but it’s just a case of one person convincing the other that their point of view is truer to the final objective. It gets talked out and decided through discussion. Also, by that point we are also collaborating with a lot of other people.”

  Roger Deakins, the director of photography on almost all their films since Barton Fink, was initially concerned about the logistics of working essentially with two directors. “I soon realized, though, that I could ask either of them if I had a question. It didn’t matter who I turned to. It was whoever was free and nearest or most convenient. They were so totally in sync.”

  William Preston Robertson, a friend of the Coens, described their way of speaking as “a word jazz of monosyllables and demi-sentences, halting advances into non sequitur and abrupt retreats into coma.” When Robertson interviewed them separately, “the isolated Coen being queried would utter half a sentence, then look around curiously (Joel) or in panic (Ethan) when no one interrupted him to complete his thought.”

  Barry Sonnenfeld, the cinematographer on their first three pictures, commented that a typical discussion on the set after a take would consist of nothing more than Ethan saying, “Joel,” and Joel responding, “Yeah, Ethan, I know. I’ll tell them.” Another trademark is to punctuate their sentences with “heh-heh” or “yeah-yeah,” nervous verbal tics that seem to indicate amazement that anything they say should be taken seriously. John Turturro calls them the “yeah-yeahs.”

  “At times it was like being directed in stereo,” said Jon Polito, who played Johnny Caspar in Miller’s Crossing. “It’s the yin and yang of one being,” remarked close friend and erstwhile collaborator Sam Raimi. “They’re like identical twins. Alike, but very different,” according to Sonnenfeld.

  But they are not identical twins, or even unidentical twins. For many years, they looked like a pair of perennial post-graduates—Coen clones can still be seen on every campus in America. Today, Joel, with his unkempt, long hair, resembles a nutty professor, while Ethan, his hair and beard more neatly trimmed, could be a lecturer in business affairs. They both wore granny glasses, though Joel’s were sometimes dark tinted, while Ethan’s were wire-rimmed, and frequently T-shirts, jeans, and sneakers. One or the other or both have beards and mustaches from time to time. Joel’s beard is often an attempt at a Van Dyke, and he likes to tie his straight black hair back in a ponytail, whereas Ethan seems to be able to do nothing with his gingery curly mass. Joel is taller and darker. Ethan is ginger and slight of build. One commentator separated them by saying that “Joel has the sort of good looks and elegantly casual clothes you’d expect from a semi-retired West Coast musician. Ethan, with his frizzy hair and more animated expression, seems closer to the kind of movie geek that you might expect.”

  According to William Preston Robertson: “Joel is lanky, dark-haired and pony-tailed. In his more pensive moments, he will sit slouched in a chair with an expression that resembles an Afghan catching the faint scent of game in the wind. Ethan is somewhat shorter, but has a larger fuzzier head, and, in his more pensive moments, exhibits a propensity for tireless, outside-the-delivery-room-style pacing.”

  The brothers, then still in their twenties, first emerged blinking into the spotlight after Blood Simple, yet to find a distributor, had excited audiences at film festivals around the USA. For one reporter, “they made a comical appearance” at the New York Film Festival. “Petite, self-effacing and soft-spoken, they gave an air of pleasant tranquility . . . looking like a couple of nuclear-freezeniks from a Quaker college.”

  Gabriel Byrne, who played the lead in Miller’s Crossing, commented on working with the Coens. “I had no idea what the brothers looked like and here they were, this double act who could be in movies themselves. They looked like somebody Diane Arbus could have shot, the one with long black hair who looks a bit like Peter Sellers in The Wrong Box [Joel] and the other curly-headed guy [Ethan] who chews biros all the time. And they paced up and down the floor, as they tend to do, nodding furiously one to the other.”

  Joel once tried to explain away their duet for two voices in a mundane manner. “A lot of journalists write about how we finish each other’s sentences. What they don’t realize is that, frequently, it’s in an interview session where you’ve often been asked the question before.” “Two heads are better than none,” Ethan put in.

  However, there are some divergences in their characters. Although they both smoke Camel Lights, Ethan likes good coffee from Starbucks, while Joel will drink “any-store-will-do” coffee that is handed to him and, when they write, Ethan does most of the typing. Joel is more talkative and sociable. Ethan takes books to parties. (When Barry Sonnenfeld told director Penny Marshall, “They’re so easy to work with. It’s like working with one person,” she replied, “Sure, one of them’s mute.”) They live at opposite ends of Manhattan and, of course, they are married to different women, Joel to the actress Frances McDormand, and Ethan to the film editor Tricia Cooke.

  Their tastes in films differ in one aspect. “I really like dog movies,” claimed Joel. “I’m not sure Ethan is into those.” “Old Yeller and that kind of thing,” replied Ethan dismissively. “It doesn’t irritate me, it’s just not an enthusiasm I share.” But Joel remarked that “Ethan is unbelievably sentimental and sloppy. He’s always trying to sneak it into our movies.” “Joel refuses to go to sentimental movies with me because my weeping embarrasses him. But don’t tell anyone in the press.”

  It obviously amuses the brothers to express some disunity, but it is the sort of badinage they resort to in order to deflect any deep probing. However, if we were to take Joel’s remark at face value, then the slightly sentimental endings of Raising Arizona and Fargo, rare examples of sentimentality in their work, could be blamed on Ethan.

  Sam Raimi remarked: “Ethan has the literary mind and has more of a say on scriptorial matters, leaving Joel more time to worry about visual issues.” Frances McDormand commented: “It’s not like you can say exactly that one scene or one line is Joel’s idea and another is Ethan’s. It’s a smooth, rolling process. Ethan is literary. He’s published short stories outside of their work together. Because of Joel’s earlier work as an editor, he’s much more visual.”

  Nevertheless, the more one tries to separate the sibling Coens, like operating on Siamese twins, the more they knit together. Like Alexander Dumas’s The Corsican Brothers, The Minnesotan Brothers seem to have a “physical telepathy.” The fact that they come from the twin cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul adds a further relish to the binary aspects of their lives.

  There is a passage in a short story called “Greenleaf,” by one of the brothers’ favorite authors, Flannery O’Connor, that sums it up. “‘Which is boss, Mr. O.T. or Mrs. E.T.?’ She had always suspected they fought between themselves secretly. ‘They never quarls,’ the boy said. ‘They like one man in two skins.’ ‘Hmp. I expect you just never heard them quarrel.’ ‘Nor nobody else heard them neither.’”

  
    Tweedledum and Tweedledee

    Agreed to have a battle;

    For Tweedledum said Tweedledee

    Had spoiled his nice new rattle.

    Just then flew down a monstrous crow,

    As black as a tar-barrel;

    Which frightened both the heroes so,

    They quite forgot their quarrel.

    Through the Looking Glass (Lewis Carroll)

  


  II

  KINGS OF THE INDIES

  “You sort of do it by feel and not with reasons.”

  7     Independents’ Day

  IN 1996, AROUND THE TIME of the release of Fargo, an interviewer suggested that the Coens “were at the beginning of the independent film-maker movement, doing it your way and all that.” “Yes, we were at the beginning of that bullshit,” replied Ethan facetiously. “We are grandfathers of the independent.” It was also intimated that they had become “the elder statesmen of indie cinema.” Joel’s reaction was, “When it comes to elder statesmen, I think Robert Altman still holds that position. Personally, I don’t want to be an elder statesman of anything. I don’t even want to be a statesman.”

  But Independents’ Day was declared as long ago as 1919, when four of the biggest names in motion pictures, Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks, Charles Chaplin, and D. W. Griffith, formed United Artists and published their aims. “A new combination of motion picture stars and producers was formed yesterday, and we, the undersigned, in furtherance of the artistic welfare of the moving picture industry, believing we can better serve the great and growing industry of picture productions, have decided to unite our work into one association. . . . We believe this is necessary to protect the exhibitor and the industry itself, thus enabling the exhibitor to book only pictures that he wishes to play and not force upon him other program films which he does not desire, believing that as servants of the people we can thus serve the people. We also think that this step is positively and absolutely necessary to protect the great motion picture public from threatening combinations and trusts that would force upon them mediocre productions and machine-made entertainment.”

  It was claimed at the time that “the lunatics have taken over the asylum.” But as Jack Lipnick, head of Capitol Studios in Barton Fink says, “The lunatics are not going to run this particular asylum. So let’s put a stop to that rumor right now.” Unfortunately, the lunatics (and that includes the Coens) have never really run the asylum (i.e. Hollywood) but have often managed to influence those over-sane, reactionary people who run the place to change the regime slightly, and allow their charges a little more freedom from time to time.

  The first idealistic attempt at true independence failed. By the end of the 1920s, Griffith was ruined, Pickford and Fairbanks were heading for retirement, Chaplin’s divorce cases and politics were beginning to tarnish his reputation, and United Artists, “the company built by the stars,” passed out of their hands and into those of producer-businessmen. United Moguls might have been a more appropriate name.

  In the 1930s and 1940s, the major studios consolidated their grip on the movie industry, despite the increased artistic freedom accorded to producer-directors such as Alfred Hitchcock and William Wyler and writer-directors like John Huston and Joseph L. Mankiewicz. In the 1950s, a growing number of independent producers gradually broke the stranglehold of the majors. In fact, by 1958, 65 percent of Hollywood movies were being made by independents, discounting the avant-garde and underground movements that had always been there. Units such as Hecht-Hill-Lancaster, the Mirisch Corporation, and Otto Preminger Productions were able to tackle more daring subjects, delving into those areas from which Hollywood had previously shied.

  At the other end of the financial scale, Roger Corman, as “King of the Z movies,” and John Cassavetes, whose Shadows (1959) was made for a mere $40,000, provided hope and inspiration for a new generation of directors. Martin Scorsese, who was seventeen at the time of the release of Shadows, declared: “It had a sense of truth and honesty between its characters that was shocking. And since it was made with a 16mm camera, there were no more excuses for directors who were afraid of high costs and cumbersome equipment.” (Joel was then five years old and Ethan was two.)

  At the same time, the French New Wave directors were turning their backs on conventional filming methods. They took to shooting in the streets with handheld cameras and a very small team, using jump cuts, improvisation, deconstructed narratives, and quotes from literature and other films. In particular, Jean-Luc Godard with Breathless (1960), dedicated to Monogram Pictures (the all-B movie studio), attempted to recapture (and comment on) the directness and economy of the American gangster movie. Then, with Une Femme est Une Femme (A Woman Is a Woman, 1961), Godard paid homage to the MGM musical, and, in Alphaville (1965), he used the trappings of American pulp fiction and film noir to tell a futuristic story. The methods and subject matter of Godard, Francois Truffaut, and Claude Chabrol were taken up and adapted by young directors in other countries. The French New Wave was the most seismic event in the history of the cinema since the coming of sound.

  In the 1960s, Hollywood found itself with an audience now increasingly drawn from the 16–24 age bracket. This younger generation expressed a growing aversion to traditional values and political and social processes, an attitude that culminated in the anti-Vietnam War movement in 1968. Furthermore, with the demise of the old Production Code, the limits of language, topics, and behavior were considerably widened, almost enough to satisfy the tastes of the young. They were pandered to mainly by the low-budget youth-oriented movies of Roger Corman such as Wild Angels and The Trip, both starring Peter Fonda, who produced and featured in Easy Rider (1969), the film whose combination of drugs, rock music, violence, and motorcycles caught the imagination of youth.

  This movement was ignored by fifteen-year-old Joel and twelve-year-old Ethan, beginning their first experiments with Super 8 and influenced by more mainstream movies. While smaller-scale independently produced pictures were attracting the young, the major studios continued to target family audiences with the sort of movies that had attracted Doris Day fans such as little Joel and Ethan. As the producer Samuel Goldwyn, Jr. said, “Movie audiences have become like political groups. They are much more splintered than they used to be.”

  In the 1970s, the majority of those people who regularly went to the cinema were in their teens and early twenties. In order to cater to their tastes, the studios turned more and more to a quartet of talented young film-school graduates who would dominate the cinema of the decade, and whose films would be among the biggest grossers in the history of motion pictures. Francis Coppola, George Lucas, Martin Scorsese, and Steven Spielberg were known as the “movie brats.” They were exposed to classic American films at just the historical moment when these films were becoming intellectually respectable, convincing them that the Hollywood tradition was an honorable one. But this group also realized that the tradition was ready to be reformed and revitalized from within. The New Hollywood, according to critics David Bordwell and Janet Staiger, “has absorbed narrational strategies of the art cinema while controlling them within a coherent genre framework.”

  Joel and Ethan were still students when The Godfather, Star Wars, Taxi Driver, and Jaws came out, and when Woody Allen’s sophisticated and hilariously angst-ridden cycle of New York movies took off with Annie Hall, introducing the most persuasive and pervasive strand of Jewish neurosis yet into screen comedy. When the Coens made their debut with Blood Simple in 1984, their elders David Lynch (Eraserhead), John Waters (Pink Flamingos), John Carpenter (Dark Star), and David Cronenberg (Scanners) had already entered the kingdom of indiedom. But in 1984, the year John Cassavetes released his final film, Big Trouble, Lynch was making a $40-million movie, Dune; Waters had begun dipping into the mainstream with Polyester; Carpenter was swimming in it after Escape from New York; and Cronenberg had just made his first Hollywood movie, Dead Zone.

  The unrepentant maverick Robert Altman, out of step with the more bland Hollywood of the eighties, had moved to New York, formed his own company, and was concentrating almost exclusively on transforming modern American plays into films. The field was now open for a new generation of “independent” directors, as distinct from “underground” filmmakers such as Andy Warhol, with a different perspective. It was Sam Raimi, Jim Jarmusch, Spike Lee, and the Coens who led the way, lucky to have emerged at the time when indies were ready to bloom. But it was the Coen brothers’ genre-bending style, alternating between spoofery and seriousness, that had the greatest influence on most of the American independent movies that followed.

  In one way, however, the lessons of the Fluxus artists, which the Coens satirized in The Big Lebowski, could be related to the independent film movement. As Yoko Ono said: “Fluxus is a very important movement in that sense. They let people know that they don’t I think have an excuse. They can’t say, ‘Well, I can’t buy any materials, and I don’t have enough money, therefore I can’t make art,’ or, ‘I didn’t go to school, so therefore I can’t make art.’ Anybody can do it if they put their minds to it. Each of us has a song of our own, and you can express that, either visually or in music . . . and in writing, too.”

  The indies were supposed to be geographically situated at the anti-podes of the hypercapitalist mentality of studio filmmaking. Though the borders have often since become blurred, the indies represent the hip side of cinema. The self-effacing, geekish Coens accepted the hip mantle with amusement, pleasure, and some irony. To paraphrase a couple of their lines from Barton Fink, “We all have that Coen feeling. But since you’re the Coens, you should have it in spades.”

  Asked how they felt about the new phase when directors get treated like rock stars, Ethan replied, “Well, that’s good. Joel’s pretty happy about that. People have always mistaken Joel for Joey Ramone. I’ve always been treated like a rock star. Nobody mistakes me for the other Ramone.” In Ethan’s short story, “Have You Ever Been to Electric Ladyland?”, the obnoxious record producer says, “It is hipness that will kill this great industry. I am as hip as the next person. But I am from fucking Cleveland . . .” Substitute Minneapolis and you get the picture.

  
    JACK LIPNICK: I respect your artistry and your methods, and if you can’t fill us in yet, we should be kissing your feet, for your fine efforts . . . (He gets down on his knees in front of Barton.) You know in the old country we were taught, as very young children, that there’s no shame in supplicatin’ yourself when you respect someone . . . On behalf of Capitol Pictures, the administration and all the stockholders, please accept this as a symbol of our apology and respect.

    Barton Fink

  

  8     Our Way

  Sinatra-istically, the Coens have always done it their way, despite having big studios bankrolling them. More aptly, they have stuck to their guns both figuratively and literally. (There is a shooting in almost all their films, excepting the aberrant The Hudsucker Proxy.) In fact, they turned down a Warner Bros. offer of millions to direct Batman because the project didn’t originate from them, a grand geste that stood out from the pervasive venality of Hollywood. There were also plans to turn Fargo into a TV series, and Kathy Bates was already working on a pilot episode when the Coens decided to drop the project. Nevertheless, the Coens were happy to act as executive producers on the TV spinoff of Fargo in 2014.

  According to Carter Burwell, the composer on all their films, “The Coens are different from any other filmmaking enterprise I’ve ever worked on, because we’re entertaining ourselves a lot of the time. I’ve never heard Joel and Ethan discuss an audience at this point—the audience will get this, or get that, or we’ll sell tickets. It’s certainly never been brought up in my presence. In other films, the process does seem more geared towards the audience—they test them, to see what they do and don’t understand. The concept of an audience is very different from how Joel and Ethan make a film. They have their own quality; they’re not bent out of shape to fit whatever the market demands. Those films are made inexpensively, so they’re able to make more of them. When you make a movie for six million dollars, you can hardly lose money, and it keeps their careers going for as long as they do.”

  This was said at the time of their second film, Raising Arizona. Those were the days! The Hudsucker Proxy would cost twenty-five million dollars, and the Coens started the new century with To The White Sea, budgeted at sixty million dollars. After The Hudsucker Proxy was given the cold shoulder by the critics, the brothers commented defensively: “It’s like the lower budget makes them [the critics] feel safer. Maybe you don’t seem like such underdogs when you’re doing the big budgeted stuff. Maybe that’s it. That’s probably a large part of it. Critics are usually kinder to cheaper movies than to those they perceive to be big Hollywood releases. In some of the bad reviews of Hudsucker, it was reported that the movie cost forty million dollars. In fact, it cost twenty-five million. It’s true that a lot of money seems like a stick they want to beat you with. They cut you a lot more slack if you spend less money, which makes no sense.”

  It never entered their minds that The Hudsucker Proxy was their least commercially successful movie, not because of bad reviews, but because it was their most referential film and thus excluded much of the audience. It was also mooted that American audiences found the title off-putting, as “proxy” was not a word in most of their vocabularies. But all the Coen titles are enigmatic. How many people understand what Blood Simple or Raising Arizona mean? In France, for example, they were given the more elucidatory titles, Sang pour Sang (Blood for Blood) and Arizona Junior, while The Hudsucker Proxy was called La Grand Saut (The Big Jump). Miller’s Crossing is a rather tangential title (only two scenes, albeit crucial, take place there) and only one short scene transpires in the town of Fargo. The Big Lebowski is really about the Small Lebowski (Jeff Bridges), and Barton Fink is the protagonist’s real name, not a nickname. As for O Brother, Where Art Thou?, only independent filmmakers like the Coens could get away with such a title. Big studios would have, at least, asked for it to be called O Brother. The titles are symptomatic of the Coens’ independent spirit.

  However, huge budgets, such as the one for To The White Sea, begin to separate the Coens from the younger wannabe directors and move them, whether they like it or not, into the Establishment, despite cinematographer Roger Deakins’s conviction that, “You’ll never see them selling out and going to Hollywood and shooting someone else’s script.”

  Pauline Kael put the question on the release of Blood Simple as long ago as 1984: “What’s the glory of making films outside the industry if they’re Hollywood films at heart, or, worse than that—Hollywood by-product?” At the same time, Joel commented, “Ethan has a nightmare of one day finding me on the set of something like The Incredible Hulk wearing a gold chain and saying “I’ve got to eat, don’t I?”

  
    NORVILLE: You know, for kids! It has economy, simplicity, low production cost and the potential for mass appeal, and all that spells out great profitability . . .

    The Hudsucker Proxy

  

  9     Auteur Biography

  The Coens claim to take responsibility for everything in their movies as true auteurs do. How does one tell an auteur from a hack? One indication is when a new film is referred to by the name of the director(s) rather than the title, e.g., the new Altman, Almódovar, Von Trier, Oliviera, Kaurismaki, Coen brothers. Whereas few people would ever refer to the new Howard, the new Reiner, or the new Cameron. In keeping with their genuine reticence, the brothers discreetly append their names to the end of the picture, the only directors ever to do so exclusively (they broke the rule with The Big Lebowski). Of course, no artists with distinctive, instantly recognizable voices, in whatever art form, need to put their names on their creations. Does one have to squint down to the bottom of a painting by Picasso to read his name, or be told that a symphony one has just listened to is by Mahler?

  One critic saw Blood Simple as a “grab-bag of movie styles and references, an eclectic mixture of Hitchcock and Bertolucci, of splatter flicks and Fritz Lang and Orson Welles.” Another wrote, “It looks like a movie made by guys who spent most of their lives watching movies, indiscriminately, both in theaters and on TV and for whom, mostly by osmosis, the vocabulary and grammar of film has become a kind of instinctive second language.”

  The fashionable label (1980s–1990s style) of “postmodernism” is often conveniently attached to the Coen brothers. If the world is meaningless, then why should art be meaningful? One should relish the nonsensical. According to Jean Baudrillard, in postmodern society there are no originals, only copies, or “simulacra.”

  But what some critics have failed to see is that the Coens, from their very first film, were interested in working inside the rules of a genre, and then breaking them from within. They distill the essence of the genre so that each film contains every element that we expect from a film noir, gangster movie, detective thriller, or cons-on-the-run picture, the boundaries being pushed as far as they can go, deconstructing conventional narratives. Their films evoke the atmosphere of classic genre movies, sometimes quoting from specific ones obliquely, without nudging the audience’s awareness of them. They have found a visual language (and a verbal one) that translates the past into the present. The ironic inverted commas that inevitably cling like crabs around most postmodernist movies are restricting (especially to audiences not as steeped in American movie history), while the Coens find them liberating.

  Many of their movies are fundamentally films noir, disguised as horror movie (Blood Simple), farce (Raising Arizona), gangster movie (Miller’s Crossing), psychological drama (Barton Fink, A Serious Man), police thriller (Fargo, No Country for Old Men), comedy (The Big Lebowski, Intolerable Cruelty), social drama (O Brother, Where Art Thou?), spy drama (Burn After Reading), and western (True Grit). Yet, however different they are on the surface, each of the films contains elements of the other, horror edging into comic-strip farce, violence into slapstick and vice versa. One thing is clear: the Coens have little interest in what passes for “realism” in Hollywood mainstream movies. As W. P. Mayhew, the William Faulkner figure in Barton Fink says, “The truth is a tart that does not bear scrutiny.” Like Hitchcock, the Coens enjoy progressing from the prosaic to the baroque. They could also concur with Hitchcock, who observed: “Most films are ‘slices of life,’ mine are slices of cake.” Pieces of cake, they aren’t!

  *

  Most of the movies are influenced, in one way or another, as much by other films as by the holy trinity of American crime writers: Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, and James M. Cain. Blood Simple and The Man Who Wasn’t There were variations on Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice and Double Indemnity. (The 1944 Billy Wilder film of the latter was co-written by Chandler.) The models for Miller’s Crossing were Hammett’s Red Harvest and The Glass Key, and much of Chandler’s written prose was metamorphosed into cinematographic prose in Barton Fink and The Big Lebowski. Ethan had no qualms about spoofing Raymond Chandler, one of the most pastiched of American authors, in his short story “Hector Berlioz, Private Investigator.” Written completely in dialogue as a radio play, it still manages to convey Chandler through the younger Coen’s quirky, deadpan humor. “Berlioz: I’d seen it all, or thought I had. Then one day—September 14, 1947—she walked in. Since then, I have seen it all.”

  Crime is the core of the screenplays, because “we feel that criminals are the least able people to cope in society.” The Coens are fascinated by losers, who appear as the “heroes” of all their films. Kidnapping, which allows for comic or dramatic tension, occurs in five of the pictures, and they are littered with brutal murders. But they are intrinsically fables of good vs. evil. The Coens seem to have heeded Sam Raimi’s recipe for films: “The innocent must suffer, the guilty must be punished, you must drink blood to be a man.”

  There are unmitigated symbols of evil who challenge the good at the climax as in any traditional kiddie matinee adventure. The sleazeball detective against the “innocent” wife (Blood Simple); the showdown between the Lone Biker of the Apocalypse and Hi, the naive hero (Raising Arizona); Eddie Dane, the vicious gangster’s henchman, and the ambivalent gambler hero Tom Reagan (Miller’s Crossing); the good/bad salesman Charlie Meadows/serial killer Karl Mundt wrestling with himself (Barton Fink); Aloysius, the malevolent sign-painter, struggles with Moses, the black clock-keeper, as the guileless Norville plunges forty-four floors (“forty-five counting the mezzanine”) toward the ground (The Hudsucker Proxy); the sinisterly taciturn Gaear Grimsrud confronts the cop, Marge Gunderson, hurling a log at her as she holds him at gunpoint (Fargo); the bowling pals Dude, Walter, and Donny stand up to the three German nihilists in black leather who are demanding money from them (The Big Lebowski); and Cooley, the persistent sheriff with the mirrored sunglasses, pursuing the escaped convict hero, Everett, who is saved by the flooding of the valley (O Brother, Where Art Thou?). But the most irredeemably evil character of all was the hitman Anton Chigurh (Javier Bardem) in No Country For Old Men. The German critic Georg Seessien proffered:

  
    Evil exists in Coen films in three very different forms. Firstly, in the very real form of power, power that is generally in the hands of fat, older men [Nathan Arizona Sr., Leo O’Bannion, Jack Lipnick, The Big Lebowski], power which is deeply rooted within society and whose continuation is guaranteed by capitalist exploitation and family order. Secondly, in the travails of young protagonists [Hi, Tom Reagan, Barton Fink, Norville Barnes, Jerry Lundegaard, the Dude, Ulysses Everett McGill] whose desire for something or other brings them into confrontation with the fat, older man. And thirdly, evil exists in the form of a very unreal, murderous projection, in wandering killers and monsters [Gale and Evelle, Johnny Caspar and Eddie Dane, Carl Showalter and Gaear, Treehorn’s Thugs and the German nihilists], which come into being at the point where the power of the old man meets the desires of the young hero.
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