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To Roger Angell, Richard Brody,
Virginia Cannon, Bruce Diones,
Henry Finder, Ann Goldstein, Adam Gopnik,
Anthony Lane, David Remnick, and Daniel Zalewski,
Who know that all of this still matters





PREFACE


Except for the review of Pulp Fiction, all of these essays and reviews were written in the years 1999 to 2011. I have revised some of them, and, in two cases (the articles on James Agee and Pauline Kael), combined two pieces into one. When I revised, I didn’t change any of the opinions, or alter the happy or angry mood in which the pieces were first written, or fiddle with the phrasing. I restored a few things that were cut for space, while dropping some passages about, say, business conditions in Hollywood that are no longer of much interest or relevance. I’ve also cut some matters covered in other pieces. I’ve noted at the end of each piece when and where it appeared. When I’ve revised, I’ve noted that as well.





INTRODUCTION /
THE WAY WE LIVE NOW


ONE: THE BIG PICTURE


I want to make it clear what world a mainstream movie critic lives in. I want to make appalling statements, rend the air with terrible cries (i.e., deal with the actualities of the situation), indulge end-of-the-movies fears, celebrate good and great pictures, and herald Lazarus-like signs of hope, rebirth, and regeneration. I hope that no part of this book will be taken as an expression of regret over my job. I know that I am very lucky to be a movie critic at all, and still luckier, at a time in which many print critics have been canned, to hold a job on a national magazine.


I make this presumption of your interest because most moviegoers live in the same world as I do. When I speak of moviegoers, I mean people who get out of the house and into a theater as often as they can; or people with kids, who back up rare trips to the movies with lots of recent DVDs and films ordered on demand. I don’t mean the cinephiles, the solitary and obsessed, who have given up on movie houses and on movies as our national theater (as Pauline Kael called it) and plant themselves at home in front of flat screens and computers, where they look at old films or small new films from the four corners of the globe, blogging and exchanging disks with their friends. I’ll try to suggest the strengths and weaknesses of a renewed cinephilia later on. But, for the most part, I’m not thinking of such movie lovers, extraordinary as some of them are; I’m thinking of the great national audience for movies—what’s left of it. For those people, the answer to the rhetorical question posed by the book’s title is a resounding, trumpet-like, “Well, maybe. Sort of. Perhaps. If certain things happen.”


The flood of six hundred or so movies opening in the States every year includes films from every country; it includes documentaries, first features spilling out of festivals, experiments, oddities, zero-budget movies made in someone’s apartment. Even in the middle of the digit-dazed summer season, small movies never stop opening—at least in New York. There is always something fascinating to write about, and I hope this book gives at least a hint of the variety of filmmaking activity over the last dozen years or so. Yet most of the pieces I’ve selected are devoted to mainstream commercial and mainstream independent American filmmaking, which is what most people mean by “the movies”—that is, the movies as they are able to experience them in most cities, suburbs, and college towns. New York, after all, is a special case—a city which hosts a continuous world cinema festival, with groups of films from France, Germany, Romania, Korea, or Spain playing somewhere or other in sponsored events in every season; revivals at such institutions as the Museum of the Moving Image, the Film Society of Lincoln Center, the Museum of Modern Art, Film Forum, and many other places. When I speak of “the movies” in the title of this book, I mean what can be generally seen. It’s the health of that cinema which obsesses me.


Many people have suggested that TV, not movies, has become the prime place for ambition, for entertainment, for art. Cable television has certainly opened a space for somber realism, like The Wire, and satirical realism, like The Sopranos and Mad Men. But there are risks that an artist can’t take on television. I have been ravished by things possible only in movies—by Paul Thomas Anderson’s There Will Be Blood, Julian Schnabel’s The Diving Bell and the Butterfly, Terrence Malick’s intolerable, magnificent The Tree of Life, which refurbished the tattered language of film. Such films as Sideways, The Squid and the Whale, and Capote have a fineness, a nuanced subtlety that would come off awkwardly on television. Would that there were more of them!


Nostalgia is history filtered through sentiment. Defiance, not nostalgia, is what’s necessary for critical survival. I’m made crazy by the way the business structure of movies is now constricting the art of movies. I don’t understand why more people are not made crazy by the same thing. Perhaps their best hopes have been defeated; perhaps, if they are journalists, they don’t want to argue themselves out of a job (neither do I); perhaps they are too frightened of sounding like cranks to point out what is obvious and have merely, with a suppressed sigh, accommodated themselves to the strange thing American movies have become. A successful marketplace has a vast bullying force to enforce acquiescence, even among journalists.


/   /   /


A critic’s world, then, and your world, too. A single example of life as it’s lived now: On May 6 of 2010, the science fiction comedy-spectacle, Iron Man 2, starring Robert Downey, Jr., began its run in the United States at 4,380 theaters. That’s the number of theaters. Multiplexes often put new movies on two or three screens within the complex, so the actual number of screens was much higher—over 6,000, most likely. The gross receipts for the opening weekend (Friday to Sunday) were $128 million. These were not, however, the movie’s first revenues. As a way of discouraging piracy and cheap street sale of the movie overseas, the movie’s distributor, Paramount Pictures, had opened Iron Man 2 a week earlier in many countries around the world. By May 9, at the end of the weekend in which the picture opened in America, cumulative worldwide theatrical gross was $324 million. By the end of its run, the cumulative total had advanced to $622 million.


But that was just the beginning. For many big movies, the opening weekend and the worldwide theatrical gross serve as a branding operation for what follows—sale of the movie to broadcast and cable TV, and licensing to retail outlets for DVD rentals and purchase. Iron Man 2 is of course part of a well-developed franchise (the first Iron Man came out in 2008). The hero, Tony Stark, a billionaire industrialist-playboy, first appeared in a Marvel comic book in 1963 and still appears in new Marvel comics. Rattling around stores and malls all over the world, there are also Iron Man video games, soundtrack albums, toys, bobblehead dolls, construction sets, dishware, pillows, pajamas, helmets, T-shirts, and lounge pants. There is a hamburger available at Burger King named after Mickey Rourke, a supporting player in the movie. Such companies as Audi, LG, Mobile, 7-Eleven, Dr Pepper, Oracle, Royal Purple motor oil, and Symantec’s Norton software signed on as “promotional partners,” issuing products with the Iron Man logo imprinted somewhere on the product or in its advertising. In effect, all of American commerce is selling the franchise. The marketing operation for the second installment was set up perhaps ten months before the movie was released, or even earlier, at the time of the first Iron Man. The movie’s success did not depend on word of mouth; it depended on a calculated strategy put into place way before the movie came out.


I know many of you are aware of this in general, if not in detail. But I’m afraid there’s more. I chose Iron Man so as not to make a loaded case, since the Iron Man movies have a lighter touch than many comparable blockbusters—for instance, the clangorous Transformer franchise, based on plastic toys, in which dark, whirling digital masses slam into each other, or thresh their way through buildings, cities, and people, and the moviegoer, sitting in the theater, feels as if his head were repeatedly being smashed against a wall. The Iron Man movies have been shaped around the temperament of their self-deprecating star, Robert Downey, Jr., an actor who manages to convey, in the midst of a $200 million super-production, a private sense of amusement. By slightly distancing himself from the material, this charming rake offers the grown-up audience complicity, which saves it from self-contempt. The Iron Man movies engage in a daringly flirtatious give-and-take with their own inconsequence: The disproportion between the size of the productions, with their huge sets and digital battles, and the puniness of any meaning that can possibly be extracted from them, is, for the audience, part of the frivolous pleasure of the two films.


Iron Man 2 is soaked in what can only be called conglomerate irony, a mad discrepancy between size and meaning. So are many other such films—for instance, Christopher Nolan’s 2010 Inception, which generates an extraordinarily complicated structure devoted to little but its own workings. Despite its dream layers, the movie is not really about dreams—the action you see on screen feels nothing like dreams. A businessman hires experts to invade the dreaming mind of another businessman in order to plant emotions which would cause the second man to change corporate plans. Or something like that; the plot is a little vague. Anyway, why should we care? What’s at stake? You could say, I suppose, that the movie is about different levels of representation; you could refine that observation and say that the differences between fiction and reality, between subjective and objective no longer exist—that what Nolan has created is somehow analogous to our life in a postmodernist society in which the image and the real, the simulacrum and the original have assumed, for many people, equal weight (the literary and media theorist Fredric Jameson has made such a case for the movie). You can say all of that, but you still haven’t established why such an academic-spectacular exercise is worth looking at as a work of narrative art, or why any of it matters emotionally. The picture is an over-articulate nullity—a huge, fancy clock that displays wheels and gears but somehow fails to tell the time. Yet Inception is nothing more than the logical product of a recent trend in which big movies have been progressively drained of meaning. Two thirds of the box office for these films now comes from overseas, and the studios appear to have concluded that if a film were actually about something, it might risk offending some part of the worldwide audience. Aimed at Bangkok and Bangalore as much as at Bangor, our big movies have been defoliated of character, wit, psychology, local color.


Please understand that I do not hate all over-scaled digital work. “God works too slowly,” said Ian McKellen in X-Men, playing Magneto, who can produce mutations on the spot. So can digital filmmakers, who play God at will. Digital moviemaking is the art of transformation, and, in the hands of a few imaginative people, has produced sequences of great loveliness and shivery terror—the literally mercurial reconstituted beings in Terminator 2, the flying, floating, high-chic battles in The Matrix. I loved the luscious beauty of Avatar, but Avatar is off the scale in visual allure, and so is Alfonso Cuarón’s Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, the best of the Potter series until the final moments of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows Part 2. The apes in Rise of the Planet of the Apes, produced by motion-capture techniques and digitization, are not made-up creatures but enhanced animals—the quintessence of apeness, free-charging around San Francisco, which is one hell of a thing to see. These are all exceptions, however, and I will remind you that many of us have logged deadly hours watching superheroes bashing people off walls, cars leapfrogging one another in tunnels, giant toys and mock-dragons smashing through Chicago, and charming teens whooshing around castles. The oversized weightlessness gets to one after a while.


Moviegoers who first saw this stuff at ten may still love it. For those of us, however, who first experienced the startling beauties of the early CGI movies as adults, and were ravished by them, the omnipresent spectacle—it quickly moved into television shows and commercials—may often seem fatiguing, even brain-deadening. You can never get away from the stuff. The liberation of the fantastic has led, in less than twenty years, to the routinization of the fantastic, a set of convulsive tropes—crashes, flights, explosions, transformations—that now feel like busy blank patches on the screen. At this point, the fantastic is chasing human temperament and destiny—what we used to call drama—from the movies. The merely human has been transcended. And if the illusion of physical reality is unstable, the emotional framework of movies has changed, too, and for the worse. In time—a very short time—the fantastic, not the illusion of reality, may become the default mode of cinema.


At the same time as the fantastic has been conventionalized, the old stubborn integrity of space in the best Hollywood films—appraised in theory by the great French critic André Bazin and others and lovingly evoked as art by Manny Farber—has been largely destroyed in the commercial cinema. Space has been extended, bent, or contracted by digital painting, or chopped into fragments held together by cutting so rapid that one sees little of what’s going on, the action merely grazing the eyes like a rapid brushing of feathers. What we see in bad digital action movies has the anti-Newtonian physics of a cartoon, but with real figures. Rushed, jammed, broken, and overloaded, action now produces temporary sensation rather than emotion and engagement. Afterward, these sequences fade into blurs, the different blurs themselves melding into one another—a vague memory of having been briefly excited rather than the enduring contentment of scenes playing again and again in one’s head. In the piece in this collection called “Conglomerate Aesthetics,” I try to detail the amazing breakdown of film language in big movies and the way it devastates emotional response.


There were, of course, B movies in the 1950s devoted to comic book and other pop-cult material, but the combination of digital technology and full-court-press marketing have propelled this material into the center. Such skillful but hollow-spirited pictures increasingly dominate the commercial life of the cinema worldwide, sucking up resources that might be devoted to producing smaller, more interesting movies. Again and again, writers, directors, and producers spend years in Hollywood developing fascinating projects, knocking themselves out against a wall of indifference or time-wasting semi-acquiescence, only to have the projects shelved in the end. If, by studio calculation, an ambitious movie has little chance of grossing at least $100 million in domestic box office, the studio has little interest in making it. With some exceptions, like Sony’s The Social Network, which I adored, the zero-degree-of-meaning films are really all that the studios are excited about.


Yes, they make other things with greater or lesser degrees of enthusiasm—thrillers and horror movies; chick flicks and teen romances; comedies with Jennifer Aniston, Katherine Heigl, and Cameron Diaz; burlesque-hangover debauches; animated pictures for families. All these movies have a (mostly) assured audience. The studios will also distribute an interesting movie if their financing partners pay for most of it. And, at the end of the year, they distribute small good movies, like The Fighter or The King’s Speech, which are made entirely by someone else. Again and again, these serioso films are honored at Oscar time. But for the most part, the studios, except as distributors, don’t want to get involved in them. Why not? Because they are “execution dependent”—that is, in order to succeed, they have to be good. It has come to this: A movie studio can’t risk making good movies. Doing so isn’t a business. The business model depends on the assured audience and the blockbuster. It has for years and will continue to do so for years more. In 2010, Transformers: Dark of the Moon, the third film in the series, a thundering farrago of verbal and visual gibberish, grossed $1 billion worldwide in a month. Nothing is going to stop such success from laying waste to the movies as an art form. The big revenues from such pictures rarely get siphoned into more adventurous projects; they get poured into the next sequel or a new franchise. Pretending otherwise is sheer denial.


On April 30, 2010, a week before Iron Man 2 made its American debut, an independent film called Please Give, written and directed by Nicole Holofcener and starring Catherine Keener, Rebecca Hall, and Oliver Platt, opened in five theaters in the United States. The theatrical gross for the first weekend was $118,000. Holofcener’s movie is a modest, formally conservative but sharply perceptive comedy devoted to a group of neighbors in Manhattan—a “relationship” film, arrayed around such matters as the ambiguous moral quality of benevolence and the vexing but inescapable necessity of family loyalty. Holofcener, like a good short story writer, has a precise and gentle touch; moments from the picture have lingered in the affections of people who saw it. I’m not saying that Please Give is a great movie. But look at how hard it has to struggle to make even the slightest impression in the marketplace. Please Give cost $3 million, and its worldwide theatrical gross is $4.3 million. Once the ancillary markets are added in, the movie, on a small scale, will also be a financial success. But, so far, no more than about 500,000 people have seen it in theaters. Around 83 million have seen Iron Man 2 in theaters. Maybe 175 million have seen Transformers 3.


Nostalgia is lame, so let us confine ourselves to simple fact. The great directors of the past—Griffith, Chaplin, Murnau, Gance, Renoir, Ford, Hawks, Hitchcock, Welles, Rossellini, De Sica, Mizoguchi, Kurosawa, Bergman, and, recently, the young Coppola, Scorsese, and Altman, and many others—did not imagine that they were making films for a tiny audience; they did not imagine they were making “art” movies, even though they worked with a high degree of conscious artistry (the truculent John Ford would have glared at you with his unpatched eye if you had even used the word “art” in his presence). They thought that they were making films for everyone, or at least everyone with spirit, which is a lot of people. But, over the past twenty-five years, if you step back and look at the movie scene, you see the mass culture juggernauts, triumphs of heavy-duty digital craft, tempered by self-mockery and filling up every available corner of public space; and the tiny, morally inquiring “relationship” movies, making their modest way to a limited audience. The ironic cinema, and the earnest cinema; the mall cinema, and the art house cinema.


I can hear the retorts. If such inexpensive movies as Please Give (or Winter’s Bone, an even better movie, which came out in the same season in 2010) get made, and they find an appreciative audience, however small; if Judd Apatow and Steven Soderbergh and David O. Russell and Kathryn Bigelow and Noah Baumbach and David Fincher and Wes Anderson are doing interesting things within the system; if the edges of the industry are soulfully alive even as the center is often an algorithm for making money, then why get steamed over Iron Man or the Transformer franchise? The reason is this: Not everything an artist wants to say can be said with $3 million. Artists who want to work with, say, $30 million (still a moderate amount of money by Hollywood standards) can’t get their movies made. At this writing, Paul Thomas Anderson (There Will Be Blood), one of the most talented men in Hollywood, has finally, after five years of pleading, received the money (from a young millionaire, inheriting cash) to make his film about Scientology. After making Capote, Bennett Miller was idle for six years before making Moneyball. Six un-productive years in the life of a great young filmmaker! Alexander Payne waited seven years (after Sideways) before making The Descendants. Alfonso Cuarón hasn’t made a movie since the brilliant Children of Men, in 2006. At this writing, Guillermo del Toro, the gifted man who made Pan’s Labyrinth, is also having trouble getting money for his projects. By studio standards, there isn’t a big enough audience for their movies; they can work if they want to, but only on very small budgets. You can’t mourn an unmade project, but you can feel its absence through the long stretches of an inane season.


And why isn’t there a big enough audience for art? Consider that in recent years the major studios have literally gamed the system. American children—boys, at least—play video games, read comic books and graphic novels. Latching on to those tastes, Disney has licensed the right, for $4 billion, to make Marvel’s superhero comic book characters into movies. Paramount has its own deal with Marvel for the Captain America character and others. Time Warner now owns DC Comics, and Warner Bros. will make an endless stream of movies based on DC Comics characters (the Superman, Batman, and Green Lantern pictures are just the beginning). For years, all the studios have tried to adapt video games into movies, often with disastrous results. So Warner Bros. went the logical next step: It bought a video game company, which is developing new games that the studio will later make into films. “Give me the children until they are seven, and anyone may have them afterwards,” Francis Xavier, one of the early Jesuits, is supposed to have said. The conglomerates grab boys when they are seven, eight, or nine, command a corner of their hearts, and hold them with franchise sequels and product tie-ins for fifteen to twenty years. Producer Jerry Bruckheimer is threatening to make a fifth Pirates of the Caribbean movie, but by the third go-round the films had become a bilgy, incoherent mess without any narrative strategy or point. The beat goes on: This is not a passing fashion or a temporary market phenomenon; it’s not some paranoid fantasy of my own. It’s everyday corporate practice. The Twilight series of teen vampire movies, which deliciously sell sex without sex—romantic danger without fornication—are catching girls in the same way at a slightly older age. The more inspiring Hunger Game series fires up young women—the teen heroine is a huntress. We’ll see, in later films of the series, if she also becomes a full human being, a real heroine.


In brief, the studios are not merely servicing the tastes of the young audience; they are continuously creating the audience that they want to sell to. Which raises an inevitable question: Will these constantly created new audiences, arising from infancy with all their faculties intact but their expectations already defined—these potential moviegoers—will they ever develop a taste for narrative, for character, for suspense, for acting, for irony, for wit, for drama? Isn’t it possible that they will be so hooked on sensation that anything without extreme action and fantasy will just seem lifeless and dead to them? I ask; I don’t know the answer.


/   /   /


These observations annoy many people, including some of the smartest people I know, particularly men in their late forties and younger, who have grown up with pop culture dominated by the conglomerates and don’t know anything else. They don’t disagree, exactly, but they find all of this tiresome and beside the point. They accept the movies as a kind of environment, a constant stream. There are just movies, you see, movies always and forever, and, of course, many of them will be uninspiring, and always have been. They have little interest in hearing what the current business structure is doing to the art form or how the all-or-nothing promotional efforts are distorting the reception of movies. Critics, chalking the score on the blackboard, think of large-scale American moviemaking as a system in which a few talented people, in order to make something good, struggle against discouragement or seduction. For my young, media-hip friends, this view is pure melodrama; they see the movies not as a moral and aesthetic battleground but as a media game which can be played either shrewdly or stupidly. There is no serious difference for them between making a piece of clanging, overwrought, mock-nihilistic digital roughhouse for $200 million and a searingly personal independent film for $2 million. They’re not looking for art, and they don’t want to be associated with commercial failure; it irritates them in some way; it makes them feel like losers. If I say that the huge budgets and profits are mucking up movie aesthetics, changing the audience, burning away other movies, they look at me with a slight smile and say something like this: “There’s a market for this stuff. People are going. Their needs are being satisfied. If they didn’t like these movies, they wouldn’t go. Anyway, some of the story values that you love are simply showing up in new forms. And there are plenty of other movies.”


But who knows if needs are being satisfied? The audience goes because the movies are there, not because it necessarily loves them. Needs? The need for drama, character, complexity, and so on, has to be cultivated, fed, and expanded. Or it has to be created, as Steve Jobs would say, by something new. My friends’ attitudes are defined so completely by the current movie market they don’t want to hear that movies, for the first eighty years of their existence, were essentially made for adults. Sure, there were always films for families and children, but, for the most part, ten-year-olds and teens were dragged by their parents to what the parents wanted to see, and this was true well after television reduced the size of the adult audience. More fact, rather than nostalgia: The kids saw, and half understood, a satire like Dr. Strangelove, an earnest social drama like To Kill a Mockingbird, a cheesy disaster movie like Airport, and that process of half understanding, half not, may have been part of growing up; it also laid the soil for their own enjoyment of grown-up movies years later. They were not expected to remain in a state of goofy euphoria until they were thirty-five. My friends think that our current situation is normal. They believe that critics are naive blowhards, but it is they who are naive.


They are right, of course, when they say that there are many other kinds of movies. And yet, despite the variety of openings, the financial and marketing strategies of the film business—at least in America—are inexorably pushing movies to extremes of large and small. The American outfits that in recent years have done the most creative work in the space in between—the studio “specialty divisions,” including Paramount Vantage, Fox Searchlight, Warner Independent Pictures, and Universal’s Focus Features, which were responsible for Before Sunset, Sideways, Brokeback Mountain, There Will Be Blood, No Country for Old Men, and many other good movies—have been either closed or weakened by their parent companies. (Sony Classics, which makes few movies but buys completed work for distribution, alone remains untouched.) Such movies made now that are equivalent to Brokeback Mountain are financed by eccentric millionaires with aesthetic ambition, and, as I said, by their children; also by smaller production companies (Relativity Media, The Weinstein Company, et al.); by hedge funds and money from Germany, France, Italy, Abu Dhabi. (Abu Dhabi! Louis B. Mayer stirs uneasily in his sleep.) There is no regular system, no structure that makes good movies possible. Even if a small movie makes a fortune, as Black Swan and The King’s Speech did in 2011, the movie is considered an anomaly. Each such success is a special case—indeed, a miracle, with financing often secured, after years of pitching and hustling, at the very last minute. It has no successors. Without the bullying force of a few men with taste—most notably, Harvey Weinstein and Scott Rudin—the Academy Awards nominations might be barren.


Most of these movies are directed at older audiences, which, after being abandoned like downsized workers to wander aimlessly the rest of the year, get rounded up and shunted into a dolorous ten-week fall season (the Holocaust, troubled marriages, raging families, self-annihilating artists). The intentional shift in movie production away from adults is a sad betrayal and a minor catastrophe. Among other things, it has killed a lot of the culture of the movies. By culture, I do not mean film festivals, film magazines, and cinephile Internet sites and bloggers, all of which are flourishing. I mean that blessedly saturated mental state of moviegoing, both solitary and social, half dreamy, half critical, maybe amused, but also sometimes awed, that fuels a living art form. Moviegoing is both a private and a sociable affair—a strangers-at-barbecues, cocktail-party affair, the common coin of everyday discourse. In the autumn-leaves awards season, there’s plenty of good things to see, and, for adult audiences, the habit flickers to life again. If you’ve seen one of five interesting movies currently playing, then you need to see the other four so you can join the water-cooler or dinner-party conversation. If there’s only one, as there is most of the year, you may skip it without feeling you are missing much. Instead, you retreat into television, where producer-writers like David Chase, Aaron Sorkin, David Simon, and David Milch now enjoy the same freedom and status as the Coppola-Scorsese generation of movie directors forty years ago. Hats off to them. They know what they are doing. David Simon, creator of The Wire and Treme, grabbed me at a festival in 2010 and said “As long as I don’t have to sell tickets, I’ll be fine.” In other words: “My business model—a subscription service on cable aimed at adults—works well to make serious stuff. The one you write about mostly doesn’t.”


TWO: DOES FILM CRITICISM MATTER ANYMORE?


Much anguished and contemptuous copy has been turned out in the last few years on “the death of film criticism.” Though hardly a situation that troubles America’s sleep, the crisis is genuine—if, by criticism, you mean writing in newspapers and magazines. In recent years, as movie advertising has moved to the Internet, and many publications have suffered general revenue losses, more than sixty film critics have been fired by daily and weekly newspapers, magazines, and movie trade journals. Some very good soldiers have fallen. Yet, at the same time that print critics have begun disappearing, or have withdrawn to the Web outlets of their publications, seemingly anyone who has an opinion has taken to the Internet. There is a new horizontal Babel of critical discourse, which leaves the traditional critics a little nonplussed. In the midst of a conglomerate marketing apparatus so powerful and at the same time so constricting, a media environment so voluminous and chaotic, a critic still holding a print position begins to wonder if he is fully alive—or if he’s just hanging on, a show horse chained to a wheel. At this point, what on earth can be the function of print criticism?


Movie critics, of course, are hardly alone among arts journalists in facing trouble. Art, dance, music, and book critics disappeared from many magazines and newspapers first. In a tough time for everybody, the employment troubles of film reviewers would be no more than a parochial professional issue—and certainly no worse than anyone else’s employment troubles—if movies themselves were not in some danger. The crisis in criticism has been produced not only by the shifting economics of journalism and the changes in movie financing and marketing, but by the drastic shifts in film language I mentioned earlier, which are beginning to maim the movies as an art form. As a collateral effect, they kick criticism into a corner.


A simple confession: We critics are mostly story and character people. We like conflict, atmosphere, wit, style, violence that means something emotionally, form that means something dramatically, visual eloquence that means something philosophically; we don’t, as a rule, flip over special effects and sheer movement. A critic now faces a situation in which many of the most prominent American movies are based on material whose strengths are precisely that they are neither morally accountable nor formally articulate. Comic books, graphic novels, and even video games can be startlingly beautiful. But the exhilaration of a comic book is produced by eliminating the preparations and consequences found in carefully worked-out stories. One thing happens after another, space collapses, gravity and the ground disappear, clashing forces jump at each other. The more the movie is true to a source like that—and some try very hard to be true to it—the more the critic with her training in moral or formal coherence or simply hundreds of old movies is going to find herself attacking a landslide with a tennis racquet.


She has to face, for instance, something as arbitrarily plotted as the formidable Batman movie, Christopher Nolan’s Dark Knight (2008), in which the story elements slam into each other without transition, preparation, release—enraging as a strategy for a movie with flesh-and-blood characters whose fate we may care about. Individual sequences in The Dark Knight have a shocking power, but if you look at the movie closely, or even casually, the narrative dissolves. The sequencing doesn’t make any sense in time or in space: The anarchic Joker (the late Heath Ledger) is everywhere at once. The climactic moment when the virtuous district attorney, Harvey Dent (Aaron Eckhart), is corrupted by the Joker is simply passed over. The movie depends on such cheap devices as ticking bombs, characters in disguise substituting for one another, people seemingly dead springing back to life. The Dark Knight, of course, is not an avant-garde experiment like the savage Buñuel-Dalí collaborations of eighty years ago (Un Chien Andalou and L’Âge d’Or)—movies in which perversely abrupt juxtaposition was a good part of what the films were about. No, The Dark Knight has all the elements of commercial melodrama—good and bad guys, victims, the pretense (in mock form) of a civic consciousness. Yet it moves ahead by jolts and kinky thrills. It’s a true comic book movie, abrupt and ruthless, and its remorseless panache depends on the pleasures of cruelty. So how do you review it without holding it to standards that are irrelevant to its entire aesthetic? You can say that it’s chic and senseless; that it’s corporate art-trash, a terrorizing movie for an age of terror (the novelist Jonathan Lethem did say something like that). But all those terms come out of a critical discourse that has little to do with comic books. What made the movie cool for a lot of people was precisely that it didn’t make any sense; for them, the arbitrariness as well as the cruelty was a turn-on. Movies like this one—and responses like those—leave critics at sea, trying to find a landmark that’s stable enough to steer by. And there are many more comic book movies that aren’t nearly as skillful, that are just dull and stupid—both The Green Hornet and The Green Lantern.


Someone will surely point out that there were earlier changes in the language of movies that also threw critics for a loop. The eclipse of the silent film by sound brought forth a chorus of mourning for the death of cinema (see Rudolf Arnheim’s book, Film as Art, first published in 1932, for the eloquent version of this nonsense). The use of color irritated many critics who loved the elegance, suggestiveness, and moody eloquence of black-and-white. A few critics, in the early 1950s, including Kael, insisted that the new, expanded wide screen (VistaVision, CinemaScope, and the like) would destroy the art of composition. In the 1960s, the lightweight handheld camera initially produced jangled, jiggling, out-of-focus images which gave many people headaches.


After a while, it became obvious that the critics were wrong and that, on the contrary, the alleged disaster had beaten a path to a new expressiveness. Sound brought the gurgling, crooning music of voices, the murmurs of the city, Fred Astaire tapping, Judy Garland singing. Color brought the strange beauty of Liv Ullmann’s translucence, Paul Newman’s blue eyes, the malevolent or caressing power of industrial and natural landscapes. The wide screen allowed shots of men conquering vast spaces in Lawrence of Arabia and in Clint Eastwood’s Westerns. The handheld camera allowed documentary filmmakers like Frederick Wiseman to move in close to people in hospitals, welfare centers, police stations, schools, stores, and performing arts groups. It would be lovely to report that the same thing has happened with digital. When the commercial excitements of fantasy calm a little, perhaps something like that will happen (some people believe it happened in Scorsese’s Shutter Island; I thought it was a cheat). But, apart from the stunners mentioned earlier, and the animated masterpieces from Pixar, most of digital fantasy has been opportunistic, dazzling in an immediate way that was meaningless and dissatisfying. And there’s something else setting off digital from earlier revolutions: None of the earlier developments dehumanized the cinema. If anything, they increased the human presence in movies.


The movies are now in an odd place, a turmoil of transition as alarming as the shift from silence to sound or the early ’50s period, when television became a mass medium and Hollywood panicked. The movies have been engulfed by digital technology and the Internet. This book, in part, is a product of that turmoil, an attempt to hold on and let go at the same time. So far, with some magnificent exceptions, digital, I believe, has done movies more harm than good, though the sky is the limit in digital spectacle (thank you, James Cameron), and nothing but talent is the limit at the low end of budget-making, where a movie can be made in a studio apartment for $15,000. The Internet is a means of distribution just now beginning to be exploited and also a home for criticism in endless floods (more on that in a second).


When the dominating spectacle movies now are bad or just pointless, a critic has three options. He can punch away at what bored him. Rage, as Kael used to say, isn’t demeaning. But how do you get enraged at something silly? Or at stuff that wasn’t supposed to make much sense to begin with? There’s a job-holding issue, too: A critic who hits the heavy bag too many times risks tiring his readers and himself. Option two: He can create a fresh aesthetic of spectacle, giving up on unity and accountability as beside the point, praising the craftsmanship of individual sequences—coruscating, thunderous clashes; sudden, riotous exfoliations of color; bizarre alterations of the natural world. Transformers forever! The world entirely in motion! Galvanization as the new stasis! If a movie is little more than a series of excitements, however, it doesn’t offer much for sustained analysis. (Task for a young critic: Create an intellectually convincing theory of digital spectacle.) Option three: He can have fun with the mess or meaningless complication that so many big movies have become, allowing the movie, as he re-creates it, to fall into the ridiculous. At The New Yorker, my extraordinary colleague Anthony Lane has turned the big-movie pan into an art form. Lane’s literary skill transcends the obvious danger: Writing with irony about big-money pictures which are themselves conceived ironically puts the critic in danger of joining his tone to what he’s writing about. He can become a knowing media jester, hip to the meaninglessness of what he’s covering, amused by his situation, eventually so amused that he ironizes himself out of existence. A lot of “smart” criticism and movie journalism now has this nervously joshing, self-mocking, I-can’t-believe-I’m-writing-about-this-stuff-but-hey-it’s-happening desperation. Nothing is more destructive of critical writing than the fear of being thirty seconds behind the zeitgeist.


/   /   /


What is the most valuable thing that critcs do? We point audiences toward exciting new work, new directors, new performers, new themes; we make connections among a wide variety of films, coax out an impulse, a tendency from the ground plan or the unconscious of a movie and make it part of history, politics, or a director’s biography. Evocation, interpretation, evaluation, resistance to the industry, defense of the artists, an accounting with history and an opening to the future—the tasks remain the same as ever. Surely critics are eager to serve; there’s likely as much (if not more) critical talent around as there was fifty years ago.


Movie criticism in print is hurting, but it’s not dying. (When I say “print critics,” I include writers like Stephanie Zecharek [Movieline], Andrew O’Hehir [Salon], and Dana Stevens [Slate], who write for online publications but operate like newspaper and magazine critics. They have the space and the means to fill it.) The remaining print critics (if they haven’t been thrown behind a pay wall) can be read on their publications’ websites or on sites like Metacritic and Rotten Tomatoes, which aggregate links to these reviews—a lot easier and cheaper way for a reader of criticism to sample opinion than waiting for a batch of magazines to show up in the mail. At the same time, a number of critics also blog, extending their reviews and giving readers a chance to argue with them—an exhilarating rumpus if the exchanges don’t degenerate into the snark, abuse, and madcap agendas so often plaguing conversation threads in the Internet. In truth, those critics who have survived in print have more readers than ever before. Yet at this point, with hundreds of voices clamoring on all sides, print critics can no longer claim any special authority. The best they can do—the only thing they can do—is to demonstrate their ability as writers again and again. If they can’t write well, and don’t perform some sort of serious cultural function, they risk falling among such bottom-feeders as the itchy-fingered tweeters who send out their views in the middle of screenings—in some cases, kids eager to gain access to parties by turning out sycophantic ballyhoo for pop movies; or ignorant young sports hoping for a moment’s renown by posting jauntily thuggish attacks (“It sucks”).


The vox populi bloggers, fortunately, command only one part of the endless terrain. In late 1995, Susan Sontag mourned the death of cinephilia—“the conviction that cinema was an art unlike any other: quintessentially modern; distinctively accessible; poetic and mysterious and erotic and moral—all at the same time.” But that conviction has been reborn on the Internet in ardent exchanges among the knowledgeable—both critics and movie lovers who find a voice. The exchanges are charged by the excitement of an immediate response. If something happens at a film festival in Austin or Hong Kong, the tribes send drumbeats back and forth long before the movie opens. Cinephiles, obsessional by definition, may be more isolated socially than poetry lovers, birders, or sexual adventurers, but the Internet connects all passions. Those with a hunger for, say, Antonioni or Dreyer or Bresson or the South Korean director Bong Joon-ho or the American horror and science fiction writer-director Dan O’Bannon can talk, illustrating their blogs with frames or sequences from the movies, and keep those directors, as well as their own interests, alive. Cinephiles copy and swap DVDs of a few good films that have failed to get aboveground distribution—conducting a samizdat operation, for instance, on behalf of banned Chinese movies, a singularly honorable activity.


At its best, the new Internet cinephilia generates an unstoppable, exfoliating mass of knowledge and opinion, a thickening density of inquiries, claims, reference points, agreements, outraged and dulcet tweets, rebuttals, summations, dismissals. Critic-scholars like Jonathan Rosenbaum, Girish Shambu, Ignatiy Vishnevetsky, Jim Emerson, and Richard Brody hold forth on new and old movies, film aesthetics, film history (my friend and colleague Brody is particularly encyclopedic and brilliant—it’s as if the Internet Movie Database had been written by Schopenhauer). I learn from these writers and am grateful for them. The New York–based writer Farran Smith Nehme (“The Self-Styled Siren”), one of the few genuine wits on the Web, celebrates old-Hollywood lore, the particulars of studio style, glamour, and costuming. Some of the writing on the blogs is first-rate, some of it is soreheaded and self-serving, and some of it knowledgeable but dull, with the genteel, deferential tone of logrolling at a low-level academic conference. Yet sooner or later great critics will arise from the Internet forests and mazes. Pay is minimal, editing usually nonexistent, but it’s a sensationally available place for young critics to find a voice. As the Internet critic Paul Brunick has pointed out, Kael and Andrew Sarris, if they were starting out now, would be blogging.


/   /   /


Internet cinephilia keeps film appreciation boiling in a way that university film courses and scattered revival houses can’t. Yet it’s fair to ask: What is all this activity doing for the living art form—for movies in their current state? What is the use of this kudzu growth of criticism? Many of the Internet cinephiles, when they review new movies at all, review only the few things that interest them. In general, they put everything on the same level—a film by Carl Dreyer from the 1920s, a new documentary from Iran, a new American independent film, a horror “classic” from the 1950s. They have withdrawn from mainstream movies, from worrying over the economic organization of a business which forces artists out to the margins—given up fighting the inexorable division into mass and class, given up on film as a public art. If they see a good new movie from China or South Korea, and only ten or twenty thousand other Americans also see it, they don’t (as I do) regard the near-invisibility of the movie as a sad failure of both critics and audience alike; they have appreciated the movie, and the experience is complete. But endless appreciation isn’t enough. Filmmakers need a sizable audience to survive. The cinephiles are an innocently arrogant group. The mainstream critics fail, too, attracting a far smaller audience than we would like for such challenging films as Michael Haneke’s The White Ribbon, Debra Granik’s Winter’s Bone, and Abbas Kiarostami’s Certified Copy, but at least we’re pushing the rock up the hill.


Certainly, the thought of a film culture without widely read print critics standing between the marketing machine and the public is more than a little frightening. For years, the studios have been trying to kill the power of critics in any way they can (except when they need us at awards season). They advance screenings for critics likely to give them favorable reviews, retard or drop them for others who are likely to be “tough.” They use such devices as the junket and the embargo as marketing tools—ways of manipulating a disempowered press. A junket brings critics to New York or Los Angeles in advance to see the movie and to bask for ten minutes in the radiance of Angelina Jolie; the critics (at least some of them) then repay the favor with advance quotes that garland the ads before the movie opens. The more serious critics get drowned in the sea of hackish praise. An embargo, by contrast, prohibits reviews until a certain date, at which point the reviews will hit the public with shock-and-awe maximum impact as part of a coordinated ad campaign. To an astonishing degree, the studios, and the noncritical movie press (industry reporters, mainly), talk of embargoes as if they were a solemn promise between journalists and, say, the Pentagon—an agreement to withhold news because lives in a secret operation might be at stake. But this is hooey. Nothing is at stake but marketing. That the movie press has acquiesced in observing embargoes is a function of how weak it has become, how dependent on the studios and producers as sources.


Having enfeebled the mainstream press in any way they can, the studios would be thrilled if a hundred Internet niches were the only place in which criticism flourished.


/   /   /


Advocacy, even prophecy—that’s what good critics, in inspired moments, have provided, rousing the public to the aesthetic, moral, and ideological value of a new group of filmmakers: say, the Italian Neorealists in the 1940s; the New Wave (in which case, Godard, Truffaut, Chabrol, and Rohmer, preparing the ground as critics, became the insurgency); the American film school generation of the 1970s (Scorsese, Coppola, Spielberg, et al.). Is there an insurgency at hand? The conditions for it exist. Digital equipment has lowered the cost of filmmaking to almost nothing—a few thousand dollars. In the last six or seven years, full-length movies, starring unpaid or barely paid actors, or just a group of friends gathered together for the occasion, have worked in freedom in the streets or in someone’s apartment. These movies chronicle touchy personal relations, career anxieties, the all-around uncertainties of people in their twenties (often of the filmmaking group itself). They have semi-improvised scenes of agonizing diffidence and embarrassment, but sometimes there’s a stumbling breakthrough, and the movie touches depths that Hollywood shies away from. One longs, so far in vain, for the American equivalent to the vivacious intellectual and lyrical power of the New Wave, but it may come.


What’s sure to come in the very near future is a flood of inexpensive digital movies, both fiction and documentary, made available through the Internet or through on-demand cable channels. The regular movie press, overwhelmed, won’t be able to sort them out, much less review them, and some very good things could easily disappear. The Internet critics, with their limitless space, are better equipped to do the job. The digital revolution that is stripping criticism of its print platforms could rev criticism up again. Will not a new kind of Internet film magazine—intellectually accomplished, combative, yet popular in style—emerge sooner or later? I’m not rooting for anyone to lose his independence, but it’s inevitable that, within a few years, consolidation will be forced on the many separate voices by the need to earn a living. Groups of critics, some bloggers, some refugees from the print world, could join together, submit to professional editing, take on a corrupt industry, defend artists, carry on debates in a way possible only on the Internet. If they did all of that, they could establish a decent-sized audience, and independent film distributors would advertise in the magazine. (Several have told me that they would be happy to advertise in such an online publication.) When the low-budget filmmaking revolution comes, such magazines will be the first to herald it. Without them, and the regular press, too, the revolution might never happen. Meanwhile, the regular press will carry on with its work, claiming such victories as it can, forever waiting for the next Tree of Life to get excited about.


THREE: THIS BOOK


The pieces in this book were all written for specific occasions, but, when I put them together, I realized the fragments formed something like a composite portrait: A critic—me—watches and waits like a harried wife on a widow’s walk as cherished elements of an art form capsize and others struggle to reach port. What has been lost in movies? What are we missing? What still thrives—and what has been gained? The book could be seen as an obsession with the present in the light of film history—and also as an attempt to assemble the primary elements of a workable film culture. In the first section, I describe the aesthetic and emotional fallout from the conquering business structures in the conglomerate period—the alterations in film language, in the ways we look at movies, in the ways we get enthralled or repelled by them. Does the shift to spectacle as a dominant style in big movies cut us off from the narrative pleasures of the past? Are there more intense pleasures in the work of independents? They have escaped the conglomerate system, carving a bit of open aesthetic space for themselves—either through violent thrusts of imagination or a steely yet cheerful grip on some of the harder realities of American life. I’ve included reviews of some of the best. Movies over the last dozen years are unimaginable without them.


Loving movie stars, hopelessly, beyond reason, was always the most enjoyable part of going to movies. It was central to film culture, never more so than in the widespread adoration of Joan Crawford, who now seems so dislikable and troubled a figure that we may wonder at our ancestors while longing for the immersion in a star’s life and works that they reveled in. In the piece that follows, on movie stars today, I pass out of the old, grateful trance into, I suppose, disenchantment, and I look hard at the economic and institutional structure of stardom in our time, when our betters have now become, disappointingly and gratingly, our familiars. Still, a movie culture without star adoration is another thing impossible to imagine.


A steady audience holds genre films in place, yet something more than commerce allows a genre to flourish. Almost by definition, a genre is a record of communal obsession. Genre lovers are connoisseurs; comparison is the substance of their talk. Why? Because genre films often mean more to us than individual films; their repetitions and variations tell us what we need and want, what we desire and fear. The directors I’ve included are more a case of personal obsession—disposition triumphing over industrial convention. In the past, temperament and style operated, as it were, in the shadows; the auteur critics can at least claim to have made visible what was buried in the system. I’m no auteurist, but I recognize temperament when I see it, and the directors I’ve written about have it to spare. At this point, we assume an artist in film will want to express himself openly, even flagrantly (it’s hard, at the moment, to think of a director as talented as William Wyler avoiding “signature” flourishes); some of the contemporary directors I’ve included, like Quentin Tarantino and the Coen brothers, know that we are looking at them for identity marks, and they play with our expectations, teasing, reversing, pulling the rug from beneath “film appreciation.” The two great critics I’ve celebrated—James Agee and Pauline Kael—defined movie love in their eras; I hoped to recreate the exhilaration of work that has meant a lot to me and to other readers, and to place the two of them in the movie history that they both embodied and exultantly transcended. Their writing has made movies more exciting; it has made life more exciting. I don’t think it’s mere vanity to insist that, as I suggested earlier, a healthy movie scene can’t exist without critics. Those two set the standard. Among other things, they leaped like hungry animals at anything that represented a fresh moment in the cinema, and I’ve taken a cue and pointed to some possible new directions for movies at the end of the collection.





PART ONE / TRENDS


INTRODUCTION


Movies have always been a big-money game. Those of us who lament the present conglomerate system know that perfectly well. But what if the structure of the movie business, as it operates now, actively discourages quality? The piece called “Conglomerate Aesthetics,” written in 2001, and never printed, registers my amazement over what was happening to the way stories were shot and edited in the commercial cinema. The piece may occasionally have the sound of a professor rapping the lectern, but I don’t apologize for it. I was stunned by the awfulness of the movies I was seeing in the summer of 2001, and I thought a return to basics was necessary in a time of disintegration. In “Pirates on the iPod,” I sample screens in many sizes, and I tilt against the new conglomerate ethos of “platform agnosticism”—the notion that a movie can be seen anywhere, on any device, no matter how small. What do the different screens do to movies? What do they do to us emotionally? What are we gaining and losing by having images constantly around as, not as narrative, but as company? Spectacle movies come and go, but Mel Gibson’s Jesus movie deserves special notice as the most appalling example of hypocrisy in recent years—a sadomasochistic revel passing itself off as a devotional film. Anyone who loves color and movement has to be seduced by Avatar, but the constant reliance on airborne fantasy gets me down, and I attempted, in the “Endless Summer” piece, to name the ways in which digital fantasy was eviscerating narrative. Each of the independent movies reviewed here has an idiosyncratic tone—meditative or compassionate or fearful or enraged—which makes reviewing them so extraordinary a pleasure.





CONGLOMERATE AESTHETICS /
NOTES ON THE DISINTEGRATION OF FILM LANGUAGE


It’s hard to imagine a moviegoer who wouldn’t get drunk or at least buzzed from a single tumultuous scene in Apocalypse Now. You know the scene: Robert Duvall, as Colonel Kilgore, war lover and surfing nut, destroys a village in the Mekong Delta while searching for a perfect wave. Francis Ford Coppola’s crowning moment in his 1978 epic is driven by the kind of savage excitement—the sheer physical exuberance of power and violence—that propels the greatest, most ungovernable and barbaric scenes in Griffith, Eisenstein, and Kurosawa. And yet the meanings of this episode (and others in the movie) are complex and discordant, tearing up our responses. Duvall, half naked, strutting around like a Peking duck gone mad, performs random acts of gallantry even as he calls in the napalm. In some way, this murderous lunatic is a hero and a courageous man. The mixed exhilaration and contempt of the moment carries in its wake an American shame beyond words, and, for anyone who lived through the 1960s and 1970s, this scene and others in Apocalypse bring back the period in all its torment and foolishness. In all its movie glory, too. Whatever its failures—and they are enormous—Apocalypse Now comes out of a movie world so different from our own that sitting through it again in its expanded form (Apocalypse Now Redux) is almost a masochistic experience. We could be pale civilians at a campfire listening to tales of brazen ancestors, wondering at a time when studios, directors, and audiences expected much more out of movies than anyone does now. A single scene, even a single shot—the language of the best movies then was strong enough to haunt your dreams. It’s language I want to talk about—nuts and bolts, shots and cuts, story strategies and audience responses. There are always a few, and sometimes more than a few, good movies every year (many of them low-or medium-budget films). Yet the late Pauline Kael, in her last published interview, in May 2001, said that “it was clear twenty years ago that the movie companies were destroying movies,” and Kael left an unmistakable impression that they had completed the job. What did she mean by “destroying movies”?


Kael was speaking of mainstream Hollywood films, which she believed in and fought for (and often against) throughout her career. She called them “our national theater”—a forum that meant something wrenching or definitive or endlessly invigorating or funny to us; movies that took over conversations, took over lives. That relationship to movies has obviously changed over the last fifteen years. Some of us still go to mainstream movies obsessively, but few of us beyond the age of fourteen or fifteen live our lives in constant reference to movies, the way millions of people did thirty years ago. Movies, as everyone has said, are now only one part of a de-centered media world. How many nights have I spent on the Internet, reading a little here, watching a clip of something there, writing emails to friends, sitting down with a book for an hour, then checking in again at the computer before bed? Many nights. Our habits have changed; the nature of big commercial movies has changed, too. If you listen to the comments in the back of the theater or in the lobby after the show, you can hear layers of irony and derision thicker than the Coke syrup at the concession stand. The audience is distancing itself not just from the movies but from the way movies are packaged and sold to them. There is a kind of new mass cynicism in which the weekly promotional convulsion over a Friday opening often means exactly nothing, since it gives way immediately to the next week’s convulsion, and the movies themselves are often so bad, and so quickly consumed, that even the most ballyhooed picture may drop 60 percent at the box office by the second weekend. My guess is that the constant rhythm of din and disillusion leaves a good part of the audience feeling not angry or cheated but just indifferent—without serious hope. Going to a big commercial American movie now is like reaching into the fridge for a watery beer. If you’re thirsty, you have to drink something.


A friend calls and says, “Why are you grading these things as attempted works of art when they’re really industrial products?” Okay, I get the point, but many of us like big movies—or at least we used to—and we’re not about to give up on them. Why should we? It’s not as if it were impossible to make serious money with a good big picture. The careers of Robert Zemeckis, Amy Heckerling, and James Cameron suggest that it’s highly possible, as does the success of such artistically ambitious directors as Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese, Ang Lee, and Steven Soderbergh. Commercial hits like Saving Private Ryan, American Beauty, The Sixth Sense, Erin Brockovich, and Traffic were extremely well made; The Matrix was intricate and daring, and so were parts of the first X-Men. There are always some good big movies, but the tragedy of this period is that it’s not only possible but increasingly easy to attract audiences by making movies badly. It turns out that the 60 percent drop-off, steep as it is, doesn’t kill the movie’s chances of profitability. The marketing for that weekend brands the movie, and then, down the road, the ancillary markets kick in—sales to cable TV, DVD sales and rentals, and the rest. Since only certain kinds of movies can be sold this way—teen comedies, action pictures, sci-fi and comic book concepts, animated movies for families, and sequels to all these things—then such movies will get made again and again (and not just for the summer season), and will force other kinds of movies off the table.


We’ve been watching this syndrome develop and “destroy” movies for two decades, and last summer it reached the tipping point. In culturally frightened periods, lucid speech falls into demagoguery or jargon, music into sentimental slop or formula. Much the same sort of thing is happening to movies. I’m not speaking merely of infantile themes or subjects—the famous “dumbing down” of the last decade. If movies mean less to people than they once did, it’s because of something more central than changing leisure habits and simple-minded scripts. The language big movies are made in—the elements of shooting, editing, storytelling, and characterization—is disintegrating very rapidly and in ways that prevent the audience from feeling much of anything about what it sees. The creepiest part of this is that the distancing of the audience from its own natural responses is intentional, and the audience seems to like it that way. Or not know what it’s missing.


/   /   /


You can see what I mean in all sorts of big pictures, in both Pearl Harbor and Moulin Rouge, in both The Mummy Returns and Swordfish, in both Gladiator and Planet of the Apes (not to be confused with the splendid Rise of the Planet of the Apes, from 2011). All these movies are afflicted with incoherent or trivial narratives, uninteresting or stupid characters, rapid or fragmented editing schemes. What we are seeing in such movies is not just individual artistic failures and crass commercial strategies but a new, awful idea of how to put a picture together. Sixty years ago, the look of a given studio’s films reflected the ambitions and fantasies of the men who ran them as well as the film genres they cultivated and the writers, directors, and craftsmen they hired. But now the studios are just one part—and not always a very profitable part—of enormous conglomerates, and the head of the motion picture division is mainly responsible for a revenue stream that will please board members and shareholders. Looking around him, he sees divisions of his conglomerate that have a greater profit ratio than his own—video games, for instance. Imitating these commercially successful forms won’t hurt him among the people he needs to please. Under pressure like that, style quickly fades away. Apart from some of the animated work, it’s hard now to tell the films of one studio from another. All the studios are ruled by what you could only call conglomerate aesthetics.


The phrase falls uneasily on the ear. Let me say right away that I don’t mean to pile into the tumbrils every large movie recently made by conglomerates. I am talking about a widespread portent, even an onrushing engine, but not a universal practice. I realize as well that “conglomerate aesthetics” has a cranky, accusatory, sub-Marxist ring to it, the sound of an assistant professor warming the prejudices of an academic conference. Naïveté is a poor excuse for false moralism, both for me and for the professor. We both should know that Hollywood movies have always been made for profit, that money is the lifeblood of large-scale picture making. Yet the desire to be profitable doesn’t, in itself, dictate one style or another. The dreadfulness of current big movies can’t be waved away on the grounds that the studios have to make them that way. They don’t have to make them that way; they just think they do. They chose this style.


The old 1968 Planet of the Apes, directed by Franklin J. Schaffner, had stunning action scenes, but it was also a pungent, wounding look at cruelty and intolerance and a great spoof of evolutionary theory; Charlton Heston’s Macho Agonistes, humiliated by an unexpected reversal of the species hierarchy (the apes were superior), gives a performance of thwarted potency that has only increased as a joke over the years. The new Planet is mostly a sexless dark chase with Mark Wahlberg as a blank-faced little hero. The apes jump around so much that, as a fourteen-year-old of my acquaintance put it, you have to possess the flitting movements of a hummingbird to follow the action. The physical scale of the material has increased, but the spirit and intelligence, and the audience involvement in it, have been brutally diminished. And this movie’s rush of meaningless action was all too reminiscent of many, many other moviegoing experiences of recent years. The action scenes in the Oscar-winning Gladiator, for instance, were mostly a blur of whirling movement shot right up close—a limb hacked off and flying, a spurt of blood, a flash of chariot wheels. Who could actually see anything? The old ideal of action as something staged cleanly and realistically in open space has been destroyed by sheer fakery and digital “magic”—a constant chopping of movement into tiny pieces which are then assembled by computer editing into exploding little packages.


The shape of conglomerate aesthetics can be seen as well in the narrative gibberish of too many creatures, too many villains in the overstuffed, put-on adventure movie, The Mummy Returns; it can be seen in the frantic pastiche construction of the musical Moulin Rouge, with its characters openly borrowed from other movies, its songs composed of many other songs—music that alludes to the history of pop rather than risking the painful beauty of a ravishing new melody. The conglomerate aesthetic seizes on the recycled and the clichéd; it disdains originality and shies away from anything too individual, too clearly defined—even a strong personality. (Angelina Jolie wasn’t required to be a person in Lara Croft Tomb Raider—she got by on pure attitude. Ewan McGregor in The Phantom Menace didn’t even have attitude.) The last genuine protagonist in a big movie was Russell Crowe’s Jeffrey Wigand in Michael Mann’s The Insider, two years ago, and that movie failed commercially. None of this can be waved away with a few knowing remarks about “postmodernism.” In Hollywood, where they know little of academic theory, the lesson has been learned: No complex protagonist. As the visual schemes grow more complicated, the human material becomes undernourished, wan, apologetic, absent—or so stylized that you can only enjoy it ironically (Angelina Jolie as a svelte, voguing super-killer).


Constant and incoherent movement; rushed editing strategies; feeble characterization; pastiche and hapless collage—these are the elements of conglomerate aesthetics, and there’s something more going on than bad filmmaking in such a collection of attention-getting swindles. A strange and unpleasant element has crept into the filmmakers’ relation to the subjects of these movies and the audience they are made for. Again and again in recent years, I have had the sense that filmmakers are purposely trying to distance the audience from the material—to prevent them from feeling anything at all but sensory excitement, to thwart any kind of significance in the movie. They seem eager to achieve a cinema of pure weightlessness, a zero degree of meaning. At their wittiest and most ironic (Independence Day or Men in Black), such zero-degree movies offer a plot that is no more than a shared joke between the moviemakers and the audience—a pretext for allusions to old pictures, a series of jazzily inverted clichés. The large-scale frivolousness of those two movies was entertaining enough, but you may have come out of them, as I did, a little rattled, as if you had been walking across an open manhole on wax paper. It turns out, of course, that blowing up the White House in Independence Day was not such a cool joke after all. Yes, after 9/11 that remark hits below the belt, and what of it? Doesn’t the movie deserve it? You don’t have to believe, as movie historian Neal Gabler does, that the terrorists were actually replicating movie images to find something creepy in a movie that joins so much violence to so little emotion. The studios and filmmakers may have gone a little too far in emptying out meaning. What we have now is not just a raft of routine bad pictures but the first massively successful nihilistic cinema.


That’s quite a mouthful. But consider, as an example of what’s gone wrong, a single scene from last summer’s most prominent artistic fiasco. Forget Ben Affleck’s refusal to sleep with Kate Beckinsale the night before going off to battle; forget the rest of the frightfully noble love story. Look at the action sequences in Michael Bay’s Pearl Harbor, the scenes which many critics actually praised (Todd McCarthy of Variety was a notable exception). Here’s the moment: The Japanese have arrived, dropped their load, and gone back to their carriers. Admiral Kimmel (Colm Feore), the commander of the Pacific Fleet, then rides through the harbor in an open boat, surveying the disaster. We’ve seen Kimmel earlier: He’s not a major character, but he’s a definite presence. Before December 7, he had intimations that an attack might be coming but not enough information to form a coherent picture. He did not act; now he feels the deepest chagrin. Dressed in Navy whites, and surrounded by junior officers also dressed in white, he passes slowly through ships torn apart and still burning, ships whose crews, in some cases, remain trapped below the waterline. Now, the admiral’s boat trip could have yielded a passage of bitterly eloquent movie poetry. Imagine what John Ford or David Lean—or Coppola in his prime—would have done with it! We have just seen bodies blackened by fire, the men’s skin burned off. Intentionally or not, the spotless dress whites worn by the officers become an excruciating symbol of the Navy’s complacency before the attack. The whole meaning of this movie could have been captured in that one shot if it had been built into a sustained sequence.


Yet this shot, to our amazement, lasts no more than a few seconds. After cutting away, Michael Bay and his editors return to the scene, but this time from a different angle, and that shot doesn’t last either. Bay and his team of editors abandon their own creation, just as, earlier in the movie, they jump away from an extraordinary shot of nurses being strafed as they run across an open plaza in front of the base hospital. People who know how these movies are made have said to me that they couldn’t have held those shots any longer, because audiences would have noticed that they were digital fakes. But that point (if it’s true) should tell you that something is seriously wrong. If you can’t sustain shots at the dramatic crux of your movie, why make violent spectacle at all? It turns out that fake-looking digital filmmaking can disable spectacle. When bombs drop on an airfield, the action is so rapid and patterned that even a child—no, especially a child—can tell that the effects are done digitally. The digitally realized airplanes, flitting around the sky—too close to one another, too close to the buildings they fly through—look glib and unconvincing. All that abrupt, unconvincing movement and the unsettling cuts curtail the emotions of horror, awe, and pity. And what good is a war epic without horror, awe, and pity? What did Bay imagine he was doing? By going for mere surface excitement and speed, he wipes out the national tragedy that caused him to make the movie in the first place. If he wanted the look of a video game, why not design the game? It would have been more profitable.
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