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Dear Movies,

It’s been a while since we spoke face to face. I hope you’ve still got the same address 
and this letter reaches you.

I’ve been thinking a lot about us recently, and I just wanted to say I’m really sorry 
for what I did that one time. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me, but I 
understand if you still need some space for a while.

In spite of all our baggage, I thought I’d enclose some of our old love letters (hope 
that’s OK). You know, the ones where we talk about how we killed time together, the 
late-night Bill Murray marathons, the haunted houses we roamed, the day we asked 
Peter Greenaway one question and he responded with a three-page manifesto, our 
friendship with Terrence Malick and how we let it fade away, and that time we tried 
to get sex tips from an Austrian misanthrope. You’ll find it all inside.

I understand we’re both going through a lot of changes right now. We’re going into 
print for the first time and expanding our blog (www.doubleexposurejournal.com/
blog); they say you’ve been dying for the past decade or two. But if you’re ready to be 
friends again, so am I.

Let’s spend some quality time together soon-real time, with real talk. For old times’ 
sake.

Forever yours,
Double Exposure

P.S. If writing a letter is a bit much for you right now, feel free to send an email back 
to doubleexposurejournal@gmail.com.
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“Journeys end in lovers meeting,” Eleanor Lance, the central character of Shirley 
Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House, often repeats to herself. Eleanor, a lonely, self-
persecuting soul who has spent her entire adult life playing caretaker to an abusive 
invalid mother, is haunted before the events of the novel even properly begin. The 
lover awaiting her at journey’s end is called Hill House, and the story of their love is 
also what many might call a horror story. In Hill House, “a house that was born bad,” 
Eleanor finds a place as haunted as she is. She feels, for the first time, a sense that she 
belongs somewhere—and Hill House always has room for one more ghost. 
 The enduring fascination of The Haunting, Robert Wise’s 1963 cinematic ad-
aptation of Jackson’s novel, arises from its ability to situate us within an unsound 
space—Hill House—and align us with an unsound mind—Eleanor’s. We wander, 
with Eleanor, through the lonely rooms of the old house. We bend backwards with 
her for a long look up at its Gothic spires; we notice, more and more, the way its 
polished floors and curving mirrors hold her reflection. The danger for Eleanor—and 
for us—is that Hill House, for all its macabre ugliness, has an intoxicating charm. 
Cluttered with past traumas as it already is, it becomes the perfect canvas for Eleanor’s 
narcissistic projections of fear and desire. As we, too, start seeing ghosts out of the 
corner of our eyes, Hill House’s horrors seem more and more like pleasures. Eleanor, 
who cowered before the monstrous structure when first she saw it, soon wants to call 
it home, and there is a grimly satisfying triumph in the way she accomplishes this. 
 Not all haunted house movies are love stories—but the best ones are. These 

ROOMS
That Remember Us
The Cinematic Architecture of Haunting

by GUS REED

The Haunting (1963)

The Shining (1980)

most extreme of romances deal in the kind of unfulfilled, unfulfillable longing that 
stretches on into eternity. They find their ideal medium in film, an art form obsessed 
with its own duration and repetition—with its own time and memory. 
 Since photography’s mid-nineteenth century origins, many have recognized the 
ghostly qualities of the photographic image. Almost as soon as there was photog-
raphy, there was spirit photography, an entire industry purporting to capture the 
materialized likenesses of unseen presences. As critic Tom Gunning points out in 
Phantom Images and Modern Manifestations, the invention of photography gave rise 
almost immediately to an awareness of its duplicitous, uncanny nature. “At the same 
time that the daguerreotype recorded the visual nature of reality,” Gunning writes, “it 
also seemed to dematerialize it, to transform it into a ghostly double.” The aesthetics 
of eighteenth century spirit photography informed the practices of cinema’s earliest 
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masters, who reveled in the creative potential of “trick” edits and double exposures. 
Photography’s phantoms were unfrozen.
 The haunted house film as we know it today is a relatively modern outgrowth of 
the same aesthetic that fueled spirit photography, but these cinematic ghost stories 
often have nothing to do with picturing the specters themselves. The visual mystery 
is transferred to a far more concrete signifier: the haunted house. Thus, the aesthetic 
lure of the haunted house film has less to do with the uncanny physical materiality of 
film images than the conceptual enigmas—questions of memory, love and loss—that 
must have been close to hearts of the first photographers to discern ghostly presences 
in their silver plates. 
 The haunted house is exquisitely cinematic terrain because it translates the most 
abstract of human concerns into visual and aural fact. The slightest of occurrences 
within this psychically charged space—a door slamming on its own, a sudden chill, 
a blurred movement in the dark, or a whole host of other things that go bump in the 
night—triggers our morbid curiosity about death, our terror of the unknown, our 
longing for connection with those we have lost. The house becomes a repository of 
our own stray, unsettled feelings—the ghosts of memory and imagination. 
 To my mind, there are three truly great haunted house films—and one of them 
may not even be about a haunted house. The Haunting is the most classical and self-
contained of the group, a statement of core beliefs and conventions. Stanley Kubrick’s 
The Shining (1980) gives the genre—if I may call it a genre—a proper apotheosis, 
and, in the Overlook Hotel, one of cinema’s most memorable and enigmatic spaces. 
The third and earliest of these greats comes in the unlikely form of Alain Resnais’ 
modernist puzzle Last Year at Marienbad (1961), a film which may not even literally 
concern ghosts, but whose circling, lacerated narrative approximates the very essence 
of haunting.  
 The haunted house film has its own rules that govern the passing of time, and 
these rules have little to do with time as we, the living, ordinarily experience it. The 
Haunting, through the cinematic miracle of narrated montage, guides us through 
the ninety-year history of Hill House in about four minutes. For the remaining hour 
and forty minutes of the film, time passes much more slowly, and with far less clarity. 
Eventually, things come full circle. Before the opening credits, The Haunting pres-

Last Year at Marienbad (1961)

ents us with a silhouetted image of Hill House seen from a distance. A man’s voice, 
paraphrasing the opening lines of Jackson’s novel, tells us that whatever walks within, 
walks alone. The film’s final frames return us to a similar view and a near-identical 
voiceover reminder, only now it is Eleanor who speaks to us: “We who walk here walk 
alone.” 
 The Shining, at first, seems almost desperate to establish an understandable chro-
nology. Title cards announce, for instance, that it is the hotel’s closing day, or that 
one month has passed. As the film progresses, these given times become more and 
more specific, and increasingly meaningless. What does it matter if it is a Tuesday or 
Thursday when Jack stares menacingly out into the snow where Wendy and Danny 
are playing, or that it is exactly 4 PM when someone, or something, lets him out of 
the pantry? 4PM on what day? Thursday of what month, of what year? After all, in 
the Overlook Hotel, one can turn a corner and suddenly step into a party in 1921. 
 If there ever was a Cubist film—a film that foregrounds its own subjection to 
time just as surely as a Cubist collage proclaims its own flatness—it’s Last Year at 
Marienbad. The film’s central man and woman, left unnamed and referred to only as 
X and A, respectively, in the film’s screenplay, repeat the same conversations in differ-
ent scenes, in different clothes, in different rooms of a cavernous chateau. He tries to 
persuade her that they share a past; she insists that they have never met. We can’t help 
but believe him over her, since everything we see seems to have happened many times 
before, and promises to keep happening as long as this woman insists on forgetting.  
 These derangements of time extend also into space. Hill House, the Overlook 
and the chateau are distinctive, remarkably ornate settings, and we become acquaint-
ed with them in great detail—and yet, they never quite add up into rational spaces 
we can comfortably reconstruct in our minds. The doors of Hill House are hung 
slightly off-center, and, according to Dr. Markway, the man who invites Eleanor to 
stay there, there isn’t a single right angle in the place. “No wonder it’s impossible to 
find your way around,” she notices. “Add up all these wrong angles and you get one 
big distortion in the house as a whole.” 
 Kubrick’s characteristic tracking shots plumb the labyrinthine depths of the 
Overlook, an architectural nightmare as puzzling as it is alluring. The Overlook feels 
like an impossible space partly because it is—it was stitched together from three dif-
ferent exterior locations and a massive interior studio set. Nothing if not meticulous, 
Kubrick could have easily created a coherent, continuous cinematic space if he so 
desired, but he chose instead to make the hotel as much of a maze as, well, the lit-
eral hedge maze outside of it. Kubrick’s patient camera hovers through a beguiling, 
tangled network of halls, gliding behind Danny as he rides his tricycle in loops, or 
tracking backwards through the sunlit great room as Jack advances upon Wendy. 
These continuous shots promise to guide and orient us through an unbroken space, 
but the more we see of the Overlook, the less we grasp it; we are deliriously, irrevoca-
bly disoriented. 
 Last Year at Marienbad begins with an extended series of tracking shots moving 
through the empty halls of the chateau. X’s narration catalogues the décor with an 
almost fetishistic diligence:
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I walk on, once again, down these corridors, through these halls, 
these galleries, in this structure of another century, this enormous, 
luxurious, baroque, lugubrious hotel, where corridors succeed 
endless corridors—silent deserted corridors overloaded with a 
dim, cold ornamentation of woodwork, stucco, moldings, marble, 
black mirrors, dark paintings, columns, heavy hangings, sculp-
tured door frames, series of doorways, galleries, transverse corri-
dors that open in turn on empty salons, rooms overloaded with an 
ornamentation from another century, silent halls ...

We don’t know how long he has been walking these halls, staring up at the wood-
work and moldings, waiting—perhaps months, years—to find A again. For all X’s 
cataloguing of its materiality, the chateau is a purely psychic space, an opulent but 
decaying relic of a bygone era in which this ghostly couple reenacts the same per-
petual drama. The grounds, which seem so empty and rigidly geometric in daylight, 
become, in the film’s final moments, an inescapable labyrinth, a trap out of which this 
man and woman will never find their way. 
 As we explore them more deeply, these houses seem at once to grow larger and 
constrict around us, every room and every object becoming just another metonymic 
substitute for the whole. The chateau, the Overlook, and Hill House are filled with 
miniature versions of themselves. In one of The Shining’s more surreal moments, Jack 
stares into a scale model of the hotel’s hedge maze and sees the tiny figures of Wendy 
and Danny moving at its center. In The Haunting, Dr. Markway shows Eleanor and 
the other guests, Theo and Luke, a monumental marble statue group in Hill House’s 
arboretum, which he says depicts St. Francis curing the lepers. Luke points out that 
it could just as easily be a portrait of Hugh Crane, the builder of Hill House, and his 

family. Moments later, Theo half-jokingly suggests that it could, in fact, be a statue of 
them—and they all agree that one female figure looks just like Eleanor. Marienbad’s 
chateau comes equipped with its very own model and its very own statue group. X 
and A sometimes examine an engraved map of the chateau and its grounds that hangs 
in the drawing room, and exchange their changing interpretations of a marble statue 
of a man and woman they liken to themselves. 
 There is a pleasure to be had from this claustrophobic, circling self-referentially. 
The fear experienced by characters in a haunted house, and our own fear as spectators 
of a horror film, is fused with a peculiar attraction that arises from this very repeti-
tion. There is something wildly romantic (and Romantic) about the idea of a desire—
whether it is loving or malevolent—so strong that it transcends death, a memory so 
staggeringly charged that it takes on a life of its own outside the minds of those who 
first remembered it. 
 It comes as no surprise then, though it isn’t always acknowledged, that these 
stories of haunting are also romances. Jack, who admits to having fallen in love with 
the Overlook Hotel the moment he laid eyes on it, is steadily wooed over the course 
of The Shining. His exploration of Room 237, one of the most disturbing moments 
of the film, involves a thwarted sexual encounter with a mysterious naked woman he 
discovers in the bathtub. This ghost-made-flesh, I’m told, is given a name and back-
story in the novel, but Kubrick offers no explanation for her presence, so she has 
always seemed, to me, like an embodiment of the Overlook itself, or at least a projec-
tion of Jack’s fantasy of it. The grotesque embrace she and Jack share distills the entire 
arc of the film into a matter of seconds. Their union is one that can be consummated 
only in death, and the film’s final image confirms this long-awaited fulfillment. Jack is 
frozen into the very history of the Overlook, imprinted upon its very walls. The lovers 
meet at journey’s end. 
 Eleanor, a wild romantic if there ever was one, may think that she’s in love 
with Dr. Markway for a while, but once she realizes that he is married, she doesn’t 
stay heartbroken for long. Love has been right under her nose—and under her feet, 
and all around her—this entire time. It’s a standard romantic comedy trope for the 
two lovers to absolutely despise one another when first they meet. Girlish, repressed 
Eleanor’s fear and revulsion towards Hill House give way to an ecstatic longing, and 
she starts to speak of the House in no uncertain terms of desire. “Don’t you under-
stand?” she asks Dr. Markway as he tries to send her away. “The house wants me. Mrs. 
Markway can’t satisfy it, no one else can.” No longer afraid of the dark, she wanders 
through the house alone in her nightgown, twirling through the halls in a delirious, 
ghostly waltz. The expression that comes over her face moments before she wraps her 
car around a tree and thus launches herself into Hill House’s waiting arms (and here 
Julie Harris’s unforgettable performance must be acknowledged) is one of euphoric 
surrender and release. This is her very own liebestod, to borrow the operatic term—an 
all-consuming love that brings on—and survives—death. Before the sounds of the 
car crash have died away, the whirling view of the shattering windshield cuts away 
to two shots, in rapid succession, of Hill House—where the real collision has taken 
place. 
 The love story between X and A in Marienbad is much more on the surface, but 
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nonetheless even more warped and problematic than the love between Jack and the 
Overlook, or Eleanor and Hill House. This isn’t simply a torrid love affair, a case of 
l’amour fou that knows no bounds. X’s obsession with A, whose eventual surrender to 
him seems tinctured by fear and resignation, may be something much darker. Many 
interpret the jarringly strident sequence of shots at the heart of the film, in which 
the camera repeatedly pushes forward into A’s bedroom as she raises her arms into a 
wooden embrace, as a coded rape. It is unclear who she fears more—X, or the sinister, 
thin man constantly coming in between them, who may or may not be her husband, 
and who may or may not have murdered them. 
 The love surging through the film is not the love between two people, but our 
own amorous, morbid fascination with the very idea of endlessness, flowing so swiftly 
before us in this enthralling stream of repeated images and words. In this chateau, 
time seems to stop and start again. A woman keeps forgetting and remembering the 
man who says he loves her, and as the clock strikes midnight each night, they seem to 
be on the verge of escaping together, only to get lost in the dark. Interpret Marienbad 
how you will, but X and A are ghosts just as surely as are the unseen phantoms of 
Hill House and the woman in the bathtub of Room 237. They are embedded in the 
very architecture of the chateau, and try as they might to escape, to forget and to be 
forgotten, their memory persists in Marienbad’s “endless corridors” and “silent halls.”
 These three films rhyme with another not just because they share certain visual 
and temporal patterns, but because they use these patterns to dramatize otherwise 
invisible tensions between present and past, the living and the dead—and most radi-
cally, between the transience and permanence of cinema itself. In every room of the 
Overlook, a different scene from the hotel’s past reenacts itself endlessly, seared into 
the psychic space just as irremovably as the images themselves leave their indexical 
trace in the film’s emulsion. Mr. Halloran, the cook who awakens Danny to his own 
ability to “shine,” warns the boy that the horrific visions he will experience in the 
Overlook can’t hurt him because they are “just like pictures in a book”—he could just 
have easily told Danny it’s all just a movie. 
 Cinema is a place where there’s always a party in the Gold Room at the Over-
look Hotel, where, time and again, dancers will sway to the strains of “Midnight, the 
Stars and You.” It is a place where X and A, a man and a woman, will always meet 
as the clock strikes twelve only to lose each other in the dark again, where Eleanor 
Lance will, year after year, find in Hill House a warped mirror in which to assemble 
fragments of herself. These cinematic hauntings offer contradictory promises of their 
own ephemerality and permanence. They throw us headlong into an abyss of lost 
time—only to remind us, as we move in circles through these cinematic spaces, that 
we have all the time in the world. 

Gus Reed (CC ‘14) studies and makes film and dance. He has two dogs.
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Long before Thomas Edison dreamed up the film projector, Hollywood was a town 
of legends. In 1873, H.J. Whitley won 500 acres of land in southern California in 
a game of poker and named them after his favorite racehorse; that was enough for 
a folksy creation myth. Four decades later, when movie stars arrived, the legend of 
Hollywood’s founding was eclipsed by the mystique of its residents. Here were the 
immortals: Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford, Charlie Chaplin. In the new Valhalla 
of the silver screen, they performed miracles.
 Like all miracles, early Hollywood depended on faith. It’s no coincidence that 
the movie business came of age in the 1930s, when proud adults had to beg for 
change and a quarter of America was out of work. Not despite this fact, but because 
of it, movie ticket sales surged—mere mortals went to see Gone with the Wind in a 
stampede to escape into fantasy. And out of these circumstances, there arose a kind of 
contract between movie star and moviegoer. The stars would do absolutely nothing 
to disrupt the audience’s pleasant daydreams, and handsome, likeable actors would 
continue playing different versions of the same character onscreen for the rest of their 
typecast careers. More importantly, they would do their best to be handsome and 
likeable off-screen—always ready to sign autographs, never too busy to greet an ador-
ing crowd. In return, the fans would continue worshipping Fairbanks and Leigh and 
Bogart, one dime at a time.
 But this contract could never last. Arriving at approximately the same time, and 
representing every bit as enormous a revolution as the movies themselves, were movie 

13Ways of Looking at
Bill Murray

by JACKSON ARN

tabloids. Never before had ordinary people been afforded such an intimate look into 
the lives of the rich and glamorous. To their horror, they found that their idols were 
hardly the perfect human beings they impersonated in movies; they were cruel, petty, 
lecherous, and stupid. Today, the century-long accumulation of gossip and sex scan-
dals has left us nearly immune to the charms of all celebrities. When a star goes home, 
we now know, he is a completely different person, maybe even an asshole. No matter 
how beautiful and talented he may be, we can never really get it out of our heads that 
the persona he’s adopted for himself on screen is not real. In particular, we have largely 
stopped idolizing the so-called Hollywood leading man. When Tom Cruise flashes 
a 500-watt grin at us, we know he’s no god; we can’t stop thinking about Scientol-
ogy and Katie Holmes and what a jerk Cruise must be in real life. The few stars who 
have avoided a scandal (Brad Pitt, George Clooney, Jon Hamm) seem desperate to 
make fun of their matinee idol personas on SNL, in a manner that would have been 
incomprehensible to Clark Gable or Gary Cooper.
 It would seem that the contract has been permanently severed. Moviegoers fi-
nally understand that the characters on the big screen are illusions, and nothing 
more. We’re all grown up.
 But lo and behold, God is not dead! The notion that we’re somehow over the 

Lost in Translation (2003)

Ghostbusters (1984)

Coffee and Cigarettes (2003)
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mythical mystique of Hollywood is itself a myth. The old Hollywood paradigms have 
collapsed, but mortals have simply developed new ones to replace them. We read the 
gossip rags, but we’re as hungry as ever to believe in movie stars, that is, to believe 
that the personas they’ve adopted in movies are more than just personas. As strongly 
as ever, we want to think that when Hollywood actors walk off the set, they’re still 
superhuman.
 The occasion for this article is my discovery of a website (it’s been around for 
about a year, but, as usual, I’m late on the uptake). “Bill Murray Stories” (www.
billmurraystory.com) is a collection of accounts of what hundreds of contributors 
claim are real-life encounters with the famous comedian. A typical one goes like this: 
skinny, blonde woman sees Murray walking down the street. Skinny, blonde woman 
shouts “Caddyshack?” Without missing a beat, Murray shouts, “Basic Instinct?” and 
walks away.
 Almost none of these stories come with any proof (a few have grainy cellphone 
pictures, and that’s about it). But what interests me most about the website is that 
nearly all the stories end with some variation of: “Bill Murray really is as snarky and 
funny as the characters he plays in the movies!” As I looked over the site, and thought 
about Rushmore and Groundhog Day, I realized that while I can picture an awkward 
Brad Pitt or a foul-mouthed Jessica Chastain, I couldn’t imagine any version of Mur-
ray beyond the one I’ve seen in movies.
 I still have no idea what kind of person Bill Murray is. For that matter, I have no 
idea what Woody Allen is really like, or what kind of man Groucho Marx was. Mur-
ray’s glassy eyes and droopy jowls are as much of a mask as a cigar and a greasepaint 
mustache—and yet, unlike in Groucho’s case, nobody knows that he’s wearing a mask. 
In this ironic age, in which the movie star is always distanced from his roles, Murray’s 
filmography is a truly remarkable thing: he’s created the illusion not of hundreds of 
different fictional characters, but of a single human being who simply picks up where 
he left off with his last movie.
 It’s true that Murray’s early work isn’t perfectly consistent with his persona (what 
movie star’s early work is?). He had to experiment first, test what he felt most com-
fortable with. He was also hampered by the sketch-comedy format of SNL, which 
required him to be the clown, the straight man, and everything in between (inter-
estingly, he seemed particularly adept at playing the dim-witted schlub, as in the 
Theodoric of York, Medieval Barber sketches). There’s a little of the soon-to-be familiar 
persona in Carl from 1980’s Caddyshack (“Check me if I’m wrong, Sandy, but if I kill 
all the golfers, they’ll lock me up and throw away the key”), but his drunken rants as 
Dustin Hoffman’s roommate from Tootsie (1982) are the kind of thing his later char-
acters would have sneered at (“I think the American Indian is as American as John 
and Ethyl Barrymore”).
 All things considered, though, it’s amazing how quickly Murray found his sure 
footing. By the time he got to Ghostbusters (1984), he’d figured out exactly what kind 
of character he could play – the wiseacre who’s a little mean, pretty horny, and really 
arrogant. His first scene still cracks me up, the way he flirts with the hot student vol-
unteer at the same time as he tortures the nerd.  His timing is so perfect (“Back off, 
man, I’m a scientist”), and his eye-rolls and smirks so effortless, it’s easy to see why 

contributors to “Bill Murray Stories” think he might not be acting at all.
 It would have been easy for Murray to continue pumping out goofy comedies 
and comedy-sequels. On the other hand, he could have tried what so many celebrities 
in recent decades have done, and deliberately played against type—an enormously 
rewarding career move when it works (see, for instance, Henry Fonda in Once Upon 
A Time in the West), but an embarrassing one when it doesn’t (like Jim Carrey trying 
to do a horror flick, or Adam Sandler trying to be touching).  Instead, Murray chose 
to avoid both options and walk the middle ground between them.
 The reason that the Bill Murray persona has managed to remain so uncynically 
popular, even among cynical people, is that Bill Murray the actor keeps updating 
himself. With each film, he has managed to change his on-screen persona drastically, 
but leave just enough of it that we remember where he’s just come from. There’s 
always an “aha” moment, where we realize that the new Murray has his origins in an 
earlier Murray we’re already familiar with (that was his mistake in The Razor’s Edge, 
his one and only try at directing: he tried to change too fast). When I look at his 
filmography, I find a long, steady progression, an illusion of growth that stretches 
from the early, funny films to the touching comedies of the early nineties to the mel-
ancholy stuff he specializes in today, which, in retrospect, made me assume that the 
changes in Bill Murray’s persona must be identical to the changes in Bill Murray’s life.
 Take Groundhog Day. It’s one of Bill Murray’s funniest films, and one of his 
darkest; it’s also been called the most spiritual movie of all time by no less a source 
than the Vatican.  For the first half, we’re watching the Murray we know from Stripes 
and Ghostbusters, the snide wise-ass. Then, as he becomes tired of living the same 
day over and over again, he gets serious. There’s a surprisingly sobering scene where 
he’s sitting in a bowling alley with two oafish drunks. At first, he’s mocking them in 
his typical Murray-ish way. Then, desperate for a way to solve his problem, he asks 
them, “What would you do if you were stuck in one place and every day was exactly 
the same, and nothing that you did mattered?” One of the oafs answers, “That about 
sums it up for me.” There’s no snappy retort from Murray (the oaf ’s response is the 

Groundhog Day (1993)
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punch-line). Instead, we’re left studying his face, wondering how the man we thought 
we knew got to be so glum.
 It gets darker. Murray tries to kill himself not once, but seven times. Here, it’s 
important to keep in mind that Groundhog Day was directed by Harold Ramis, Mur-
ray’s long-time friend. In the hands of another filmmaker, one less willing to take a 
risk with a major film star, this sequence would have been reduced to slapstick, or 
cut entirely. Instead, we get a surprisingly grisly montage of suicide attempts, set to 
slow, mournful music, which culminates in a close-up of Murray’s pale, lifeless face. 
Nevertheless, Ramis is too clever to make his movie a heavy-handed drama. We still 
recognize the Murray we knew from the early 80s, but, with an “aha,” we also dis-
cover a side to him that was there all along—a lonely sadness beneath all those one-
liners. When Andie MacDowell, accuses him of being unable to love anyone more 
than himself, Murray shoots back, “I don’t even like myself ”—it’s the perfect mix of 
well-timed humor and sadness. It’s because of moments like this that Groundhog Day 
alters—but never too much—audiences’ understanding of Bill Murray’s persona. It 
gives him dramatic weight, but without sacrificing his lethal powers of sarcasm.
 With nearly every movie Bill Murray has made since Groundhog Day, he has 
built on the dramatic potential Harold Ramis saw in him. His next major role, 

1998’s Rushmore, was his first film with another key collaborator, Wes Anderson. As 
in Groundhog Day, the part of Herman Blume was written specifically for Murray, by 
a director who was willing to give him a chance to change his persona. Again, Blume 
is glummer and quieter than any character Murray had played previously, but he is 
not so different from Murray’s earlier roles as to be shocking or alienating.  There are 
even a few traces of the old one-liners, for instance, when he’s asked how long he’ll be 
staying at his hotel (“indefinitely, I’m being sued for divorce”).
 It was Anderson, too, who first recognized Murray’s aging, jowly face for the 
comedic and dramatic gold it turned out to be. Rushmore takes full advantage of his 
pock-marked cheeks and big, sad eyes with frequent wide angle close-ups that, for 
me, recall nothing so much as Buster Keaton. The resemblance with Keaton goes 
deeper: Rushmore, for all its memorably “quirky” dialogue, is largely a silent movie, 
with Murray giving one of his most physical comic performances. The scene where 
he dives into his pool to the tune of the Kinks’ “Met a Girl,” remains the best two 
or three minutes Wes Anderson has yet directed, a showcase not only for Anderson’s 
strengths as a filmmaker, but for the full range of Murray’s abilities as an actor. The 
first half of the scene is comedy with a streak of tragedy, Murray throwing golf balls 
at a kid, then cannon-balling into the pond-like depths of the pool (it is just a coin-
cidence that there are no less than two references to Caddyshack here?). The second 
half is tragedy with a streak of comedy, as he lies underwater, eyes closed—here, in a 
nutshell, is the direction Murray’s career has taken in the last decade.
 In each successive Anderson film—The Royal Tenenbaums, The Life Aquatic, The 
Darjeeling Limited—Murray has talked less and less, allowing his face to do more and 
more of the work. As with Groundhog Day, this has not been a sudden change, but a 
gradual progression. There’s still some of Murray’s old comic timing as late as Moon-
rise Kingdom, when he strides past his kids, dressed only in a bath robe and carrying 
an axe, and informs them drily that he’s going to “go find a tree to chop down.” But 
the difference between this moment and a scene from, say, Ghostbusters is that the 
target of the dryness isn’t another character, but Murray himself.
 It’s easy to see why Sofia Coppola’s Lost in Translation is Murray’s favorite of his 
own movies. More overtly than any of his other roles, it blurs the line between fic-
tion and autobiography. As the cult surrounding his persona has expanded, Murray 
has become increasingly comfortable with playing himself (I count four films where 
he’s done this, most notably his espresso-chugging cameo from Coffee and Cigarettes). 
Even so, Lost in Translation is especially effective at generating Bill Murray mystique: 
Coppola treats the troubled marriage of Murray’s character, Bob Harris, so frankly 
that it’s difficult not to think that the film must have some basis in fact.
 Actually, the events of the movie do seem to have some resemblance to what 
Murray was going through with his own wife and kids at the time; a few years after 
Lost in Translation came out, his wife divorced him. Nevertheless, it’s a huge leap 
to think that the persona we see in Lost in Translation is anything more than a fic-
tion, one that builds off of Murray’s previous roles, both serious and comic. Coppola 
learned a lot from Wes Anderson; she focuses on Murray’s expressive eyes and saggy 
face (the movie’s poster features it prominently). In his first encounter with Scarlett 
Johannson, his repartee is as well-timed as ever. During a short scene where he finds 
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himself trapped on an elliptical machine, there’s even some of the subtle slapstick he 
perfected in Rushmore. As always, Murray has eased into his role as the Great Stone 
Face of the 21st century.
 David Edelstein, writing for Slate, gets it slightly but crucially wrong in his re-
view of Lost in Translation:

Watching Bill Murray [in Lost in Translation], I felt as if I were 
seeing his face for the first time. We’ve all seen his comic mask, 
but here, he connects that hilarious detachment with the deep and 
abiding sense of isolation that must have spawned it.

Edelstein gets the essence of Bill Murray’s character in the film just right. His mis-
take, though, is to imagine that Bill Murray’s dramatic work is somehow more real 
than the light comedy he perfected early on in his career. On the contrary, Murray’s 
performances for Wes Anderson and Sofia Coppola are as carefully crafted, timed, 
and fundamentally fictional as anything by Groucho Marx. Bob Harris didn’t emerge 
from thin air—there are traces of him in Rushmore, in Groundhog Day, even in Stripes. 
What does Bob Harris have to do with Bill Murray the human being? Contrary to 
what David Edelstein and the creators of “Bill Murray Stories” think, and what I 
always assumed, probably nothing.
 None of this is to say that Bill Murray is a cheap performer, one who is unwilling 
to fully commit to the characters he portrays. Rather, it proves that he is one of the 
most talented actors of his time, so good that he’s managed to fool an entire genera-
tion of moviegoers who pride themselves on never being fooled by anything. What 
I want to suggest is that people, especially smart, educated people, are no nearer to 
being disillusioned with movie stars than they were back in Hollywood’s Golden Age. 
Audiences have gotten more cynical, so the actors we uncynically worship have sim-
ply taken on more cynical personae. Bill Murray is great, I always thought, because 
he’s so down-to-earth, because he’s so real. I submit to you that Bill Murray isn’t a real 
human being at all. He just plays one in movies.

If he were forced to live the same day over and over again, Jackson Arn (CC ‘15) would 
probably spend it watching Groundhog Day.

We all have our artists. Read any critic, or talk to any fan, long enough and they will 
make themselves heard. If you spend enough time with me, you will know mine are 
Godard and Cassavetes and then, one step below: Scorsese, McQueen and Bergman. 
But in addition to these artists who serve as guiding lights in my attempt to carve out 
a space in cinema that I might call “good film,” there are those who I have desper-
ately wanted to include as some of my artists. Terrence Malick is foremost amongst 
those. His aesthetic obsessions are close to mine, and I have wanted little more than 
to honestly say Malick was making good, important work. With the release of To the 
Wonder, I feel forced to admit that the director never was, nor ever will be, included 
in my collection of cinematic saints.
 When I first saw Badlands, it felt like a promise. Badlands was beautiful in a way 
that hurt, and the pain only grew sharper with each viewing. It is his most satisfying 
film to date because it feels most like a new thing. This idea is often thrown around 
in photography, particularly when talking about documentary-style work: the pho-
tograph is not what it depicts; it is a photograph, a new thing. We sometimes say 
that a particular image mysteriously “captured” some beauty, grace or passion amidst 
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the oppressive banality of modern life, but these characteristics are often deliberately 
imbued by the photographer. Familiar Colorado homes, when held before Robert 
Adams’ gaze and reproduced in black and white, become abodes for ghosts.
 Ultimately, this is what I ask of the artist whose work is drawn to the beautiful: 
take up beauty as the raw material of your work, not its capstone. I can see in To the 
Wonder that Malick and I agree about a great deal: there is something glorious about 
the way light sometimes falls on a hand, about the way a body draws its own shadow, 
about the way a face looks as it collapses with the day. But this is not enough. An art-

Badlands (1973)

To the Wonder (2013)

ist should be aware of the time they are working in, not merely in the sense of being 
“of one’s time” but truly contemporaneous with it. There is more than one way to be 
contemporary, but the most surefire way to appear antiquated is not to cast a glance 
backward, but to fail to understand how ideas work right now. Malick’s cinema has 
become one of nostalgia, with the audacity to pretend that these characters truly 
inhabit the present. His presentations of beauty, grace, faith and America no longer 
seem urgent because they no longer have much to say about the way these notions 
are used and contested. Yes, the late afternoon sun in Oklahoma can cause a certain 
ache when it caresses the likes of Olga Kurylenko, Ben Affleck, Rachel McAdams and 
Javier Bardem in much the same way that it falls on bison and the plain, but it all 
starts to wither on its own vine when you ask why his world is so damnably beautiful.
 This is why I must draw a line separating Badlands from everything else. In 
Badlands, Malick connects the cycles of nature with youth, lust and violence. Is there 
grace in the world of Badlands? Certainly, but the film does not just tell you it exists. 
It suggests that the term might also include the kinds of things we generally excise 
from the definition, like flames licking at the body of a murdered father. But, when 
we arrive at To the Wonder, Malick is merely naming grace. The camera lingers on 
Kurylenko’s shadow as the window blinds cut her silhouette into pieces. Again and 
again, hands reach out into space for no reason other than to feel the presence of the 
world. We regress from the landscapes of a photographer like Robert Adams to those 
of Ansel Adams. They are beautiful, but the degree of infatuation with this beauty 
renders these images devoid of anything but an aesthete’s pleasure. They lose their 
affective power, because they strive for descriptive power. To the Wonder tells me that 
Oklahoma’s reserves of beauty and grace run high, but it never tells me that this mat-
ters.
 In To the Wonder what is being celebrated is no longer people and the way they 
drag themselves through the world. It is a world so beautiful that being is abstracted 
to the level of categories. Love, Suffering, Betrayal, Faith—these are all to be thought, 
but never lived. They are examples in a treatise meant to illustrate a point; they sing 
of the world in a tune that maintains an unshakeable belief in its goodness, if not 
its rightness. The Dardenne brothers’ film The Kid With a Bike points to the idea of 
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goodness in a hairdresser’s willingness to care for a troubled young boy, and at the 
same time suggests the common wretchedness of humanity’s penchant for violence 
and abandonment. To the Wonder’s grace is always assured. How concerned can we be 
for Bardem’s lost preacher when the world appears so full of God’s light? Redemption 
seems less pressing when the path to salvation appears unavoidable. It is a naïve view, 
and to produce it now signals an infatuation with sentiment, rather than an examina-
tion of emotion. In Everybody’s Protest Novel, James Baldwin writes:

Sentimentality, the ostentatious parading of excessive and spuri-
ous emotion, is the mark of dishonesty, the inability to feel; the 
wet eyes of the sentimentalist betray his aversion to experience, his 
fear of life, his arid heart; and it is always, therefore, the signal of 
secret and violent inhumanity, the mask of cruelty.

Malick’s most recent film is guilty of all of Baldwin’s charges to such a degree that it 
casts a shadow on the work that came before it. One can be content with the arid 
beauty of Ansel Adams or To the Wonder, but if all we ask of art is contentment then 
we are selling it short. If we ask of it “the ostentatious parading of excessive and spuri-
ous emotion” we need not go the theater for that; we can feel it in the lies that we tell 
one another every day. Art is neither a mirror nor an anvil upon which society can 
be shaped, but some synthesis of the two. This film seems glad to reflect, but its face 
is turned uncritically toward a world of wonder that was always imaginary. At best, 
Malick is an acolyte of Whitman in an age when the poet’s pride feels like puffery. 
At worst, he has learned the words to “America the Beautiful” and found that song 
to be sufficient.

Unlike Sergio de la Pava, Blair McClendon (CC ‘13) is a writer who will live in 
Brooklyn.

A woman carries a bomb into a crowded café, sits down at the counter and orders a 
Coca Cola. As she looks around the café, surveying her soon-to-be victims—a group 
of twenty-somethings enjoying a light conversation, a child licking an ice cream 
cone—there is no hesitation. She looks at the clock, glances around the room again, 
and tucks her handbag—with the bomb inside it—safely under the counter.
 The Battle of Algiers is said to have begun on September, 30 1956 with a trio of 
bombings—on a cafeteria, a milk bar, and an Air France office—but the correspond-
ing scenes in Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers (1966) don’t arrive until about 
forty minutes into the film. What comes before—the sight of Algerians confined to 
a ghetto, deprived of anything resembling freedom of movement and forced to pass 
through checkpoints in order to access any other part of the city—complicates the 
assumption that terrorism and other forms of political violence can never be justi-
fied. Terrorism in Algiers isn’t some type of illogical, random tactic; it is a calculated 
response to the political realities of colonialism. The narrative that sets the start of the 
Battle of Algiers at September 30 is itself steeped in the imperialist politics that deny 
Algerians a voice in their own history. The film, appropriately, chooses to offer an 
alternative perspective on the battle, beginning with the back and forth between the 
FLN and the colonial police and presenting the entire issue from the most important 
perspective: that of the colonized. 
 Made at the beginning of what would become a larger wave of political thrill-
ers—films that combine the pacing, narrative, and other assorted elements of Hol-

REIGNS OF TERROR
What The Battle of Algiers still has to tell us about the 
craft of the political thriller, the morality of terror, and the 
plight of the colonized

by OLIVIA DOMBA
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lywood thrillers with explicitly political content—The Battle of Algiers is more revolu-
tionary in content than form, something seen as highly problematic in certain critical 
corners. Unlike political films that develop an explicit relationship with revolutionary 
ideology, political thrillers attempt to straddle the familiar and the new. 
 The definition of “revolutionary” film has always been highly contested. Sergei 
Eisenstein and Dziga Vertov famously fought over the issue, but were essentially ar-
guing from two different sides of the same coin. While Eisenstein championed film 
that was unmistakably revolutionary in both content and form, Vertov argued that 
film ought to filter the revolutionary through the familiar, to convey its message 
through the audience’s vocabulary. Brecht would later side with Eisenstein:
 

[it is] paramount not to involve the audience but to separate it 
from the experience…not to win over an audience by propaganda 
(which uses all the forces of the medium to manipulate viewers) 
but on the contrary to set up the dialectic of a political situa-
tion, objectively, on the theory that then the attraction of the logic 
would involve the audience intellectually rather than emotionally.

George Bernard Shaw, on the other hand, cautioned artists to “sugar coat the pill,” to 
“provide an audience with enough of the pleasures they were used to getting from the 
dramatic experience so that they would be open to the play of ideas as well.” Political 
thrillers, like most political films, try to bridge the divide between Shaw and Brecht, 
but a balance between the two doesn’t necessarily translate into a revolutionary po-
litical film. Revolution, by definition, involves the deconstruction of a pre-existing 

The Battle of Algiers (1966)

framework—it involves a change, but not necessarily one that manifests itself in the 
same form and with the same impact every time. 
 Political thrillers don’t really focus on breaking down the aesthetic traditions 
associated with modern liberalism—a move (or lack thereof ) that’s often taken as 
an acceptance of the status quo. Some, like Costa Gavras’s Z (1969), accept genre 
conventions in order not to distract themselves from their more immediate politi-
cal concerns. Z begins with a mock disclaimer—“Any resemblance to real events, to 
persons dead or living, is not accidental. It is INTENTIONAL”—and ends with an 
epilogue that describes the fate of the film’s “real” characters in the style of broadcast 
news. By bookending the film with these explicit appeals, Costa Gavras brings atten-
tion to a very real political situation, but in what direction is he guiding his audience?
 Z focuses on one magistrate’s search for truth within the confines of a military 
dictatorship after the assassination of Grigoris Lambrakis. But who exactly is Grigoris 
Lambrakis? A few lines of dialogue establish that he is a pacifist, but, more impor-
tantly, that he’s a threat to the military superstructure. An early scene finds Lambrakis 
giving a speech at a political rally. After having to relocate to a smaller location, he ad-
dresses the supporters who can cram into the room, and the large mass of supporters 
and dissenters organized in the street: “They hit me,” he begins, referring to the agita-
tor who had struck him as he entered the venue. “Why? Why do our ideas provoke 

such violence?” The next shot is of a speaker outside, broadcasting Lambrakis’ next 
words to the crowd: “Why don’t they like peace?”
 Instead of focusing on Lambrakis’ speech and its political agenda, Costa Gavras 
transitions to the mob outside of the rally—the first of the film’s many attempts 
to flatten complexity, to reduce a real-life political struggle to a fight between de-
mons and saints. Lambrakis becomes the martyr; his wife, the widow. In opposition 
to Lambrakis and his network of sympathizers are the police, the military, and the 
working-class men who act as their loose militia. The assassins, named Yago and 
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Vago, border on moustache-twirling caricatures. The real meat of the film, the per-
suasive element intended to spur us from passivity to action, relies on normative, 
stock characterizations, on a clear delineation between the “good guys” (Lambrakis, 
the magistrate) and the “bad guys” (Yago, Vago, the police)—a distinction which fails 
to acknowledge that people, especially poor people, are easily coerced by and entirely 
dependent upon the favor of a government that doesn’t derive its authority from a 
democratic social contract. Costa Gavras is making an appeal for democracy in Z, but 
his reductive characterizations of the dictatorship’s followers only work to demonize 
those who are most oppressed by the system. The film might be about a revolution, 
but it fails to challenge the equally insidious forms of suppression latent in its own 
simplistic characterizations. 
 Costa Gavras clearly intends Z to play into the political discourse that domi-
nated Greek politics at the time of the film’s release. Kathryn Bigelow, on the other 
hand, has shied away from making such bold statements about the intention of Zero 
Dark Thirty (2012), a film that deals with a political history that has only recently 
been made public—and only sparingly so. Zero Dark Thirty has the superficial appeal 
of relating this relatively unknown history to an audience that has been captivated 
by the issue for over a decade. What is the War on Terror? What exactly happened at 
Black Sites? To what extent was America’s use of “enhanced interrogation techniques” 
successful? Those looking for answers will be able to find them in Zero Dark Thirty, 
but the accuracy of those answers, as the political situation surrounding the film 
stands, remains unclear.
 In the tangle of critical finger-pointing over Zero Dark Thirty’s political conse-
quences, we’ve risked losing sight of the actual content of the film. Bigelow’s critique 
of the CIA’s interrogation tactics is based not on the standard moral objections raised 

Zero Dark Thirty (2012)

by many of the film’s critics, but on torture’s practical limitations. In one of the earlier 
scenes in the film, Dan, the CIA agent in charge of torturing a detainee named Am-
mar, buckles a dog collar around the prisoner’s neck and pulls him towards a small 
wooden box. Dan wants a day of the week, and Ammar does everything in his power 
to breathe out “Sunday.” “Partial information will be treated as a lie,” Dan says, drag-
ging Ammar to the box. As Dan and a handful of other male CIA agents shove him 
inside, Ammar starts shouting out the days of the week, desperately trying to find the 
right one. It’s obvious that Ammar simply doesn’t have the information, but Dan still 
slams down the lid of the box: partial information—even partial information that has 
no seat in actual knowledge—has to be treated as a lie.
 The fact that this scene comes fairly close to capturing a complex, but funda-
mental, critique of torture—that it can make victims desperate and more likely to 
say whatever will help them avoid more torture—is completely lost in the mass of 
arguments concerning the (unknown) reality of how the CIA actually did obtain 
information. The discourse surrounding Zero Dark Thirty suggests that it’s making 
significantly more definitive and problematic claims concerning the truth of the War 
on Terror than it could ever be in a position to make as a film.
 While Z and Zero Dark Thirty function as quasi-documents of their respective 
political contexts, The Battle of Algiers never seems to make the same claim. The actual 
Battle of Algiers wasn’t shrouded in secrecy, something that the film itself acknowl-
edges by strategically situating press conferences scenes in between key plot points. 
Instead of providing a dominant perspective on its political situation, The Battle of 
Algiers works in opposition to the prevailing assumptions the film’s audience would 
have concerning the FLN, French colonialism, and terrorism. 
 I can’t stop thinking about the little boy with the ice cream cone. 
 More specifically, I can’t stop thinking about my reaction—my lack of reac-
tion—to the only possible conclusion of that scene: the boy’s death. The Battle of 
Algiers, for lack of a better description, was designed for audiences like me: white, 
middle class types who felt that they had a firm grasp on the morality of terrorism. 

The Battle of Algiers (1966)
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While I have no personal connection to the Battle of Algiers and French colonialism, 
I definitely thought that I had a clear understanding of the wrongness of terrorism—
that violence was never an appropriate or acceptable means to a political end. The fact 
that I am able to accept the death of this child as even potentially necessary speaks 
less to any perceived lapse in morality on my part, and more to the way The Battle of 
Algiers forces us to confront the moral ambiguities that emerge when oppression takes 
on total, all-consuming weight.   
 The Battle of Algiers’ success lies in its ability to engage with colonialism as a 
dynamic system. While the film is roughly centered on the narrative of revolutionary 
leader Ali la Pointe, he never becomes the face of “the oppressed.” Instead, Pontecor-
vo structures the film at once as a conventional, single-protagonist narrative and as 
an impersonal but deeply emotional portrait of an entire colonized people, suffering 
and rising up. He goes about striking this balance through a clever combination of 
extreme long shots—in which the political claustrophobia of the Algerian people is 
represented physically, by the cramped movement of bodies through streets—and 
close-ups that never break the rhythm of the film, but still manage to convey their 
subjects personal, individual suffering. 
 The young boy in the café isn’t the first—or last—child to make an appearance 
in The Battle of Algiers. There is a child crying in a doorway as the French army raids 
an Algerian home; there are the children who encircle a drunk for failing to meet the 
FLN’s strict moral code and ultimately harass him to his death; and there is the dead 
child being carried out of the rubble of the Algerian home destroyed by a detective’s 
bomb. 
 It is important to remember that this aspect of the historical narrative—the 
history before the beginning of the Battle of Algiers as it was conventionally under-
stood—was largely ignored or downplayed by the dominant account of the conflict 
at the time of the film’s release. Instead of acting in isolation, The Battle of Algiers 
has a symbiotic relationship with the historical context surrounding it. Without the 
existence of a norm, and the assumption that its audience is both familiar with and at 
least partially absorbed in that norm, The Battle of Algiers could never successfully up-
set the black-and-white morality that dictates that one side of this conflict is “good” 
and the other “bad.”
 The Battle of Algiers challenges our perceptions without attempting or claiming 
to be an authority on reality. In the process, it develops a stronger relationship with 
the ideology that underlies its specific political context than either Z or Zero Dark 
Thirty. While Z avoids ideology altogether, Zero Dark Thirty is never placed in a posi-
tion from which it could properly engage its own ideology, let alone the systems of 
authority and power that surround the film and its subject. 
 Most of all, The Battle Algiers bridges the familiar and the new, the intellectual 
and the emotional, the theoretical and the practical. The fact that it can do all of this 
without completely sacrificing content and form to ideology makes Algiers that rare 
thing: a film as accessible as it is revolutionary. 

Olivia Domba (BC ‘14) loves toast, John Cassavetes, and Tom Swifties (in that order).

“THROW 
AWAY THE 
CAMERA”
A One-Question Interview with Peter 
Greenaway

by SHELLEY FARMER

Over the course of twelve features—from 1980’s The Falls, a mock encyclopedia of avian 
ailments that could have been co-authored by Borges and Monty Python, to last year’s 
Goltzius and the Pelican Company—British artist Peter Greenaway has built up a 
catalogue of recurring obsessions: numerical games; colorful maps; compulsive list-making; 
sexual perversions; death and decay; texts both sacred and forbidden; bodies both nude 
and elaborately arrayed—all watched over by the ghosts of the Old Masters and driven 
by propulsive scores (often composed by regular collaborator Michael Nyman). A quick 
adopter of video art and digital installations, Greenaway still finds much of his inspiration 
in the distant past, from seventeenth-century Dutch painting to old-world cartography to 
Shakespeare and da Vinci. In the summer of last year, Double Exposure contributor Shel-
ley Farmer sent the filmmaker a single question. This was his reply.



29 30
The critic in 8½ claims that the cinema is fifty years behind all other art forms. 
You’ve often echoed that sentiment, arguing that the cinema is too wedded to 
narrative and psychological realism. So, how do you believe film can best become 
truly modern?

It was repeatedly suggested in the early 20th century by cinema apologists that cin-
ema was a combination of the theatre, literature and painting, and nothing essen-
tially has changed since then to weld these three primary art forms into a satisfactory 
synthesis that is autonomous and indivisible. All films can be deconstructed back 
into their three primary art forms, with the theatre dominating—especially with its 
two credos that suggest an actor is primarily trained to pretend that he or she is not 
being watched. We view actors in the cinema in their surroundings pretending to 
be real like we watch theatre, peeping at activity in a constructed box of people and 
properties through an invisible glass wall.  And the overwhelmingly predominant 
characteristic in all this is the desire to be illusionistic and mimetic and to reproduce 
and record what God has already made. Our imaginations are far more powerful than 
God’s—he mortally rested on the seventh day and never completed his assignment.  
We must and can do better.
 Cinema has devices that can elaborate on the theatrical experience—it can go 
in close, for example, and it can move the point of sight—but these are elaborations 
invented by inference in the theatre thousands of years ago. And it can record events 
whose representation can be infinitely revisited, but paintings have been doing that 
for thousands of years. And it is difficult to think of a film that was not seminally cre-
ated with words, with literature, with the assistance of the bookshop. Since cinema is 
so young compared to the six indivisible and autonomous arts of literature, theatre, 
painting, music, dance and sculpture, it may be churlish to complain about cinema’s 

The Musketeers of Pig Alley (1912)

immaturity, but there have been millions of films in the last 117 years and perhaps 
it is not unreasonable to suppose that cinema could have tried harder and achieved 
more. Look what happened from 1895 to 2012 in literature: H.G. Wells, Hardy and 
Tolstoy to Joyce, Borges and Perec. Look what happened in painting from 1895 to 
2012: van Gogh to Picasso, Warhol and Keifer. Look what happed from 1895 to 
2012 in music: Strauss to Stockhausen and Reich. Large changes in concept, lan-
guage and form. Has cinema anything at all comparable? A 2012 Scorsese still makes 
the same films as a 1912 Griffith. Cinema has been slow, turgid and imitative. In 
those 117 years, music threw away harmony; painting threw away figuration. Where 
are cinema’s comparable initiatives? I believe cinema’s next essential comparable revo-
lution is to throw away narrative.
 Now, very largely in the world, cinema is “bedtime stories for adults,” a com-
forter, a bromide, a controlled dream based on regulated patterns, one that takes 
place before we turn out the light and fall into the abyss of real dreaming. Why is the 
gap between the cinema and real dreaming so impossibly large?
  If we find all this unsatisfactory, what do we do about it? Well, first of all, most 
people do not find it unsatisfactory. They go with the flow, like dead fish. They stay 
with the patterns, accepting very slow incremental changes that will not irritate their 
conformism. John Cage suggested that if you introduce more than 20 percent of 
novelty into any created artwork you lose 80 percent of your audience. He did sug-
gest that you’d only lose them for 15 years, but maybe that is optimistic. Much of 
the world has not yet accepted non-figuration, or been able to jump the hurdle of 
Cubism to enter the greatest century of painting civilization has ever known—and 
that was 150 years ago. 
 One of the first things to be done is to agitate for reform by practice and theory. 
No one will remake and refashion what they do not already know to be broken. 

Shutter Island (2010)
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Education, persuasion, and yet more education and persuasion. I am trained as a 
painter and I am prejudiced to believe that cinema should primarily be a visual art. 
But the educational systems of the world are predicated on text, and therefore most 
people, by default, are visually illiterate. We have therefore a text-based cinema. We 
think of cinema as text with all of its tropes and paradigms and characteristics, with 
all of text’s grammar, syntax and very large vocabulary. We have a cinema curiously 
created by people called scriptwriters, which is a bit like asking bakers to make bread 
out of coal, not flour. We need to make cinema from a background and mind-set of 
pictures and images not words. In a brave new world of a brave new cinema, shoot all 
the scriptwriters. 
 What do we do about our impoverished cinema? We challenge visual illiteracy 
and start to think and evaluate and plan for picture, for image. We encourage paint-
ing and its associated relatives; we build film schools and image media-centers via art 
schools. Teach students the value and the purpose and the importance of the image, 
and teach them how to think and practice the receiving and the manufacture of im-
agery before you ever let them pick up a camera. Do not give a blind person a chain 
saw. To start with, you seriously challenge the tyranny of the frame, the text, the actor 
and the camera. You burrow deep into the history, meaning and conformism of the 
delimiting straightjacket of the frame, you de-invest the superiority of text, you re-
evaluate the use and practice of the actor and—difficult, this one—you throw away 
the camera. The camera is a non-intelligent machine of mimesis. It only replicates 
what you put in front of it. Picasso said, “I do not paint what I see, I paint what I 
think”. 
 I am optimistic. Already the digital revolution is teaching us to think differently. 
Let’s get prepared. Fortune favors the prepared mind. 

Shelley Farmer (BC ‘14) is a Russian language and literature major who is active in the 
Columbia theater community and spends an unreasonable amount of time talking about 
Hermione Gingold.

In You Are Not a Gadget: A Manifesto, Jaron Lanier’s 2010 examination and eviscera-
tion of Web 2.0 and the open culture movement, the tech scholar sketches a grim 
picture of the artist’s place in the contemporary economic landscape: “If you want 
to know what’s really going on in a society or ideology, follow the money. If money 
is flowing to advertising instead of musicians, journalists, and artists, then a society 
is more concerned with manipulation than truth or beauty.” According to Lanier, 
the fact that today’s artists have been unable to monetize their productivity is not 
merely a circumstantial problem; rather, it constitutes evidence of a structural hostil-
ity towards creative activity. Web entrepreneurs have attempted to build an unstable 
scaffolding of ad revenue to replace the old cash-for-goods model of media consump-
tion, but the only real beneficiaries have been a small class of “lords of the cloud” who 
control the information systems used by advertisers. This leaves the artist practically 
destitute, for all of Lanier’s reasons and more. 
 Despite his book’s many virtues, Lanier fails to make the same key distinction 
that his Web 2.0 nemeses do: between art and information. Lanier lacks a coherent 
aesthetic point of view, but is clear in defining information as “alienated experience.” 
He compares information to a brick sitting on an elevated ledge: the former has 
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potential for experience in a similar sense that the latter has potential energy. Instru-
mentality is key here: information packages units of experience so that they can be 
stored and deployed for some later use. When I post a status update on Facebook, 
I’m theoretically engaging in the experience of “sharing” bits of myself with “friends.” 
From the point of view of the lords of the cloud, however, I’m alienating my expe-
rience so that it can be packaged and resold as units of exploitable information to 
advertisers. Art doesn’t work this way; or at least it shouldn’t.
 In his classic essay “Art as Technique,” Viktor Shklovsky positions art as an anti-
dote to forms of life that would evolve in later decades into the information systems 
of today. He believes that social systems give rise to a strict regimen of habituation 
that trains individuals to process their experience into recognizable prompts for ef-
ficient responses. The resulting automation “devours work, clothes, furniture, one’s 
wife, and the fear of war…And art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it 
exists to make one feel things, to make the stone stony.” In other words, art’s primary 
virtue is that it can’t be assimilated; it exists to defamiliarize reality and consequently 
to return us to it. One of Lanier’s most urgent and important assertions is that in-
formation systems underrepresent reality; he doesn’t address Shklovsky’s formalist 
aesthetic, however, which is not representative, but seeks to use creativity as a means 
of returning to reality. If we attempt to combine Lanier and Shklovsky’s respective 
definitions of information and art, the effect on the open culture ethos is devastating. 
How can anyone attempt to assimilate information and art under the same economic 
umbrella when their social functions are precisely opposite? And how can artists be 
expected to produce vital, urgent works that speak to the contemporary moment 
within the context of a media ideology that fundamentally misunderstands what 
they do? Perhaps we can begin to answer these questions by looking at contemporary 
works that grapple with technology in two mediums that remain dependent on the 
prevailing winds of commerce: film and the novel.
 “For someone your age, with your gifts, there’s only one thing in the world 
worth pursuing professionally and intellectually. What is it, Michael? The interaction 

between technology and capital. The inseparability.” This dialogue comes early in 
Cosmopolis—both the 2003 novel by Don DeLillo and the 2012 movie adaptation by 
David Cronenberg, whose script is largely lifted verbatim from its source material— 
and is spoken by 28-year old cloud lord Eric Packer in the back of a limousine travers-
ing the length of Manhattan. Eric is a finance wunderkind, a virtuoso manipulator 
of the new world order. We know almost as little about the particulars of his work as 
his new wife Elise does, but her sinister characterization of his profession rings true: 
“‘You know things. I think this is what you do,’ she said. ‘I think you’re dedicated 
to knowing. I think you acquire information and turn it into something stupendous 
and awful. You’re a dangerous person. Do you agree? A visionary.” Packer has ascend-
ed to the throne of the cloud by ingeniously extracting information content from 
experience. Eric’s point of view is so thoroughly saturated with information that all 
experience is alienated. In one of the novel’s most potent running jokes, it keeps tak-
ing Eric more and more time to recognize Elise, and when he does the experience is 
always related in a neutral, disinterested tone: “It took him a moment to understand 
that he knew the woman in the rear seat of the taxi that lay adjacent. She was his wife 
of twenty-two days, Elise Shifrin, a poet who had the right of blood to the fabulous 
Shifrin banking fortune of Europe and the world.” Eric experiences none of the thrill 
of recognition expected from human interaction, but instead seems to be viewing 
a readout, listing relevant points of marital status, profession, and financial history. 
DeLillo takes very litearaly Shklovsky’s observation about the effects of habituation 
on one’s life. 
 Yet for all its chilly alienation, Eric’s point of view can’t be labeled anti-aesthetic. 
For Eric, information is primal and robust in a way that material reality isn’t, making 
it a more worthy object of artistic contemplation than Shklovsky’s stony stones:

It was shallow thinking to maintain that numbers and charts were 
the cold compression of unruly human energies, every sort of 
yearning and midnight sweat reduced to lucid units in the finan-
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cial markets. In fact data itself was soulful and glowing, a dynamic 
aspect of the life process. This was the eloquence of alphabets and 
numeric systems, now fully realized in electronic form, in the ze-
ro-oneness of the world, the digital imperative that defined every 
breath of the planet’s living billions. Here was the heave of the 
biosphere. Our bodies and oceans were here, knowable and whole.

Eric reconciles the ideologies of art and information by abstracting the latter from 
its representational function. It’s no mere quirk or pretension that Eric’s taste in art 
begins and ends with the abstract—at one point he attempts to purchase the Rothko 
Chapel. Vija Kinski, the funniest and most authorial-voiced of Packer’s advisors, as-
serts that “money has lost its narrative quality the way painting did once upon a 
time. Money is talking to itself.” DeLillo responds to a threatening ideology that he 
doesn’t wholly understand by aestheticizing it. On the one hand, his ability to make 
this move is a luxury that younger artists might not share; the 76-year-old DeLillo is 
a remnant of an earlier generation, widely recognized as a national treasure, without 
much need to worry about future income sources. On the other hand, the author’s 
veteran perspective is valuable and original; while DeLillo may be willing to see “the 
interaction between technology and capital” as a perversely formalist art medium, 
he holds no illusions about the viability of this crosspollination of information and 
art. By the end of the novel, Eric is dead and his reckless betting against the Yen has 
brought the world economy to its knees. For all the beauty it finds in the cruel digiti-
zation of modern finance, Cosmopolis remains an apocalyptic novel, aware that it’s in 
the position to raise more questions than answers.
 In her 2010 essay on The Social Network, Zadie Smith extends Lanier’s critique, 
drawing a generational line in the sand that coincides with the ascendancy of Face-
book. People 1.0, a dying breed that Smith considers herself among the last of, and 
People 2.0 are separated not just by technology, but by fundamentally different con-
cepts of identity and personhood. “I often worry that my idea of personhood is nos-
talgic, irrational, inaccurate,” writes Smith, who presumably would include the terms 
“novelist,” “writer,” and/or “artist” if asked to define her 1.0 identity in greater detail. 
 Smith expresses cautious enthusiasm for The Social Network, seeing it as an effec-
tive old-school entertainment that isn’t wholly successful in bridging the gap between 
the worlds of its makers and its subjects: “From the opening scene it’s clear that this 
is a movie about 2.0 people made by 1.0 people (Aaron Sorkin and David Fincher, 
forty-nine and forty-eight respectively). It’s a talkie, for goodness’ sake, with as many 
words per minute as His Girl Friday.” While Smith is often hugely perceptive in writ-
ing about cinema, she falls prey to the usual trap that snares literary figures in dealing 
with the movies, a tendency to let the “written” content of a film overwhelm its visual 
style. She’s dead right in characterizing Sorkin as a 1.0 person: his script is brilliantly 
structured and often quite witty, but his attitude towards Mark Zuckerberg is that of 
a smugly contemptuous armchair psychologist. In the hands of the wrong director, 
one could easily imagine the “Look, this nerdy kid just wanted to get laid!” overtones 
of Sorkin’s script reducing the entire enterprise to a shrill one-note character assas-
sination. The movie works, spectacularly, because Fincher’s admiration balances out 
Sorkin’s condescension. Fincher may be confined to personhood 1.0 by the circum-

stances of his birth, but his attitude towards technology is far closer to that of a Packer 
or a Zuckerberg than it is to Sorkin’s. An early adopter of digital shooting formats, 
Fincher has amassed a recent body of work that deserves a place at the forefront of 
any sensible defense of cinema’s future in the post-celluloid era. Many critics, includ-
ing Smith, have mischaracterized Fincher’s digital work (with the exception of the 
florid but dull Benjamin Button) as somehow toned-down or less visually distinctive. 
While it’s true that he rarely indulges in the kind of show-stopping camera swoops 
that drive Fight Club and Panic Room, Fincher’s obsessive-compulsive style has gained 
precision and clarity of purpose in his recent films.   
 One of Fincher’s most perceptive critics, Ignatiy Vishnevetsky, sums up Fincher’s 
recent approach to editing better than I ever could. In his review of The Girl With the 
Dragon Tattoo, he writes:

Most filmmakers, good and bad alike, are interested in answering 
some variation of why; David Fincher, in his present analytical 
mode, seems more interested in questions of how and in what 
order. In Fincher’s bam-bam-bam construction (what Daniel Kas-
man called “a montage-based cinema of this happened and then 
this happened and then this”), causality takes precedence over the 
usual business of plot; every scene is approached as a process which 
can then be portrayed as a string of individual details and actions. 

Fincher’s visual approach is not a Shklovskian contemplation of the subject at hand, 
but a ruthless whittling of narrative down to a data stream. Watching a Fincher film 
can sometimes feel like seeing the world through Eric Packer’s eyes: each frame is 
meticulously, beautifully composed, but the visual information is mapped onto a 
grid-like plane that carries over from shot to shot, every point of interest linked by 
golden ratio rectangles. At its best, this approach can be deliriously enjoyable, as in 
the Facemash sequence that comes early in The Social Network. Smith thinks that 
Fincher “makes a brave stab at showing the intensity of programming in action,” but 
falls prey to the medium’s weakness at “showing the pleasures and rigors of art-mak-
ing.” One can only imagine that she was looking for Fincher to pry open the process 
of computer programming in the way that a novel might, to reveal the logic of its in-
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ner workings. This is all but impossible within the context of Sorkin’s script, but what 
Fincher does do in the sequence depicting a booze-fueled night of furious program-
ming conveys through example an awe and respect that Smith seems to miss. For all 
his procedural specificity, Fincher isn’t really capable of getting us to understand in 
such a short time what Zuckerberg is doing on his computer. He is, however, fully 
able to convey the exhilaration of the young virtuoso’s achievement. The “bam-bam-
bam construction” of the film’s rhythms reaches a fever pitch, hopping from desktop 
to desktop around Harvard’s campus, moving at the lightning speed of information 
flow. The fact that we don’t understand the exact nature of the information is that 
drives this system is irrelevant; Fincher isn’t attempting to educate the audience, but 
to address it as composed of techno-aesthetes. We might as well be Eric Packer here, 
luxuriating in the “soulful and glowing” aspects of computation. In fact, this is ex-
actly what we’re doing, in a very literal sense: enjoying one of the finest examples of 
a post-analog cinema strung together from code. It’s possible that Smith is right, and 
Fincher doesn’t understand the real procedural nitty-gritty of the 2.0 lifestyle any bet-
ter than DeLillo does. Yet both Fincher and DeLillo achieve considerable success in 
aestheticizing digital technology; and the former has the advantage of working at the 
cutting edge of a medium composed from “the zero-oneness of the world.”
 Is it possible that Smith is jealous of this medium-specific advantage? After all, 
while “Death of Cinema” think pieces have started to spawn at an alarming rate in 
the past year, the novel has by now gotten used to the media’s Pythonesque attempts 
to wheel it off to a quiet grave. I wouldn’t ascribe such petty motivations to Smith’s 
criticisms, but, as a novelist, she has a different relationship with history than digital 
artists like Fincher. Smith’s novels express an urgent concern with the preservation of 
tradition, or more specifically, the tradition of the preservation of tradition. Her most 
recent novel, NW, is a throwback to the halcyon days of English modernism, specifi-
cally Virginia Woolf and James Joyce’s efforts in Mrs. Dalloway and Ulysses to express 
the life of a city in novelistic form. The modernists’ own appeals to classical literature 
were an attempt to assimilate the confusing new world of the young century—thor-
oughly urbanized, technologically progressive, and most jarringly, shredded to pieces 
by World War I—into a canonical tradition of humanistic thought. The modernist 
ethos included a faith in the power of the written word to chronicle and contribute 
to the progressive history of humankind. Viewed from this perspective, the fractured 
and difficult styles adopted by some of its most notable authors were not assaults on 
literary orthodoxy or readability, but attempts to reconcile that tradition with fright-
ening new realities that could not be adequately expressed through existing literary 
modes. 
 Aesthetic innovation can only stay new for so long, however, and the techniques 
of modernism have for the most part been assimilated into the standard repertoire 
of the contemporary writer. Smith therefore finds herself in the curious position of 
attempting to deal with new realities through a lens that was developed to deal with 
old new realities. Her appeal to tradition is most obvious in the opening pages of On 
Beauty, a novel inspired by E.M. Forster’s Howard’s End. Forster begins in the epis-
tolary mode, introducing the novel with the noncommittal, “One may as well begin 
with Helen’s letters to her sister,” before launching into the missives in question. 

Smith’s own opening offers a deadpan update: “One may as well begin with Jerome’s 
emails to his father.” The text that follows mirrors Foster’s own first chapter; both are 
composed of a series of messages sent from one family member to another, describ-
ing the sender’s stay with a different family and ending with an abrupt declaration of 
their love for a member of the hosting clan. Smith makes no attempt to disguise the 
anachronism of this premise; an author more desperate for relevance could have frag-
mented the communications into inscrutable text-speak, but Smith chooses instead 
to acknowledge upfront her character’s atypical relationship with time. Jerome’s use 
of technology seems deliberately archaic, seemingly modeled on letters of old rather 
than the micro-transmissions more typical of his college-age peers; he responds to 
new technology by using it in old ways, just as Smith does by incorporating email 
into a novel modeled on a book that predates WWI. Nothing about this strains her 
credibility, but it does read as a retreat from newness rather than a heroic attempt 
to understand it. Literary modernism was a brilliant response to a changing world, 
but it may not be geared to the challenges faced by the contemporary novelist. The 
project of modernism may offer an instructive example for understanding the artist’s 
role in a changing world, but the threats to creativity posed by today’s technological 
landscape demand new creative forms, not exhausted warhorses. Smith’s backward 
glances are valuable, even vital contributions to today’s embattled literary sphere, but 
they don’t really point toward a potential way forward for the novel. 
 The cumulative results of this modest aesthetic survey don’t look too promising. 
Sure, cinema and literature can still aestheticize the future and romanticize the past, 
but no one seems able to say what the artist of tomorrow’s craft will look like. Even 
Fincher, the most optimistic of the figures examined here, can’t move too far beyond 
the surfaces of Generation 2.0; the deeper structural mysteries of the future remain 
unexplored (as Zuckerberg says in the film, “We don’t know what it is, what it can be, 
what it will be. All we know is that it’s cool”). Are we living in the end times of artistic 
expression? Probably not; one never knows what the future looks like until it shows 
up, and the history of the arts is one of extreme resilience and adaptability. Yet who 
are we to deny a fading generation’s apocalyptic vision? Enter David Cronenberg, the 
mind behind such techno-prophetic visions as Videodrome and Existenz, to show us 
just how the looming cyber-meltdown is going to fuck us up.
 Cronenberg’s Cosmopolis is a bizarre enterprise, even by its creator’s standards. 
The aging auteur approaches DeLillo’s novel faithfully, preserving the largely limo-
bound structure that plays onscreen like a series of psychotically stilted Socratic dia-
logues. Most cinematic attempts to preserve the letter of a novel’s dialogue while 
abandoning its narrative voice end up dead on arrival, but Cronenberg latches onto 
the under-articulated spatial dynamics of DeLillo’s premise, more than making up 
for the loss of Eric’s robotic inner monologue with an emphasis on the director’s the-
matic specialty: the body. In DeLillo’s novel, the body is on its way out: “People will 
be absorbed in streams of information…Computers will die. They’re dying in their 
present form. They’re just about dead as distinct units. A box, a screen, a keyboard. 
They’re melting into the texture of everyday life.” Yet the novel still ends with the 
destruction of Eric’s body, suggesting that the resilient essentiality of physical mat-
ter won’t go down without a fight. Cronenberg has always been concerned with this 
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topic: how the body changes—and doesn’t change—along with technology. Most of 
Cosmopolis finds Eric Packer’s body front and center, usually housed in the extended 
cyber-body of his limousine. The vehicle acts as a semi-permeable membrane, repel-
ling the angry protesters who riot briefly in the streets, but letting in a series of part-
ners that can be roughly divided into categories of business and pleasure (some, like 
the doctor who gives Eric an extended prostate exam, straddle the line).
 One of Cronenberg’s few notable changes to DeLillo’s scenario is the reloca-
tion of the story’s first sex scene. In the novel, Eric goes to meet his mistress in her 
apartment, while their rendezvous in the film takes place in the car. In fact, none of 
the novel’s sex scenes take place in the car, a fact that the director of Crash was sure 
to remedy. By relocating this scene, Cronenberg creates a spatial progression that 
shifts the weight off of Eric’s interiority and onto the exterior world. This human-on-
human contact, self contained and mediated by the technological body of the limo, 
is deeply unsatisfying. The space of the limo, as depicted on film, seems to alienate 

experience much in the same way that DeLillo’s narration does. The windows open 
onto views of the outside world that are clearly green-screened; their artificiality and 
flatness makes them feel more like computer simulations representing the street than 
images of the street itself. To put it in Lanier’s terms, the limousine serves as the 
throne of the cloud lord, funneling information to its occupant. Yet that information 
is clearly an underrepresentation of reality.
 Cronenberg places more emphasis than his source material on the suggestion 
that Eric’s behavior is an attempt to escape this mediated reality. Eric seeks some kind 
of pure, non-alienated form of experience through penetration and/or pain. He has 
sex with his mistress and gets a prostate exam in the car. He has sex with a female 
bodyguard, and asks her to shock him with a taser, in a hotel room. He shoots his 
chief bodyguard beside an open-air basketball court. Finally, he shoots himself in 
the hand in the abandoned building where his would-be assassin lives. The further 
Eric wanders from the confines of technologically mediated space, the more violent 
and destructive his flailing attempts at human contact become. This progression is 

present in DeLillo’s novel, but is far more pronounced in the film. Cronenberg trains 
the viewer to read the character through his spatial surroundings, making his self-de-
structive search for sensation all the more powerful. In the Canadian master’s hands, 
Cosmopolis becomes a terrifying parable about the impossibilities of certain kinds of 
experience in contemporary life. DeLillo invites us to see the oceans of information 
that flow all around us in an aesthetic, Shklovskian light. Cronenberg sees this as a 
hollow gesture, and instead laments our inability to make real connections within 
the technological framework we’ve imposed on ourselves. Within the confines of our 
cyber-vehicles, all sensation is dulled, all experience alienated. Outside those walls, 
life appears too dangerous to be lived at all; our bodies can only survive within the 
padded cells to which we’ve acclimated them. Cronenberg’s Eric Packer is perhaps an 
even more “artistic” figure than DeLillo’s; his self-obliterating journey into the non-
mediated world can be read as a romantic self-sacrifice in the name of humanity. Or 
perhaps he is just pure id, and his death a grim inevitability. Either way, Cronenberg 
doesn’t seem too hopeful about the future’s prospects for aesthetic experience. 
 We expect art to engage with the present, in part because it’s so difficult to un-
derstand. The past can be examined with the benefit of hindsight, and the future al-
lows for speculative license ranging from the utopian to the apocalyptic. The present 
is trickier to pin down; it’s more concrete and more ethereal at the same time. One 
technically can’t write a novel or direct a film for the present at all, since by the time 
it is completed and distributed, the present will be past and a new moment will have 
taken its place. Yet the present is where experience unfolds, where one can stop to feel 
the stoniness of the stone. Information collects bits of the past for future use, but isn’t 
geared towards the intermediate step of the present. So naturally, art’s place seems to 
be in the here and now, where it can short-circuit our relationship with time and pin 
us to the present, dazzling us with its now-ness. But how can we expect art to address 
something we barely understand, something that seems to be constantly changing? 
New artistic strategies are needed to keep up with the unceasing momentum of the 
present. Can we expect cinema or literature to produce a New Modernism to respond 
to our digitally mediated lifestyle? Or are these mediums making their heroic last 
stands before retreating into complete marginalization?
 Let’s not ring the funeral bells just yet. At one point in Cosmopolis, Kinski de-
scribes the riot taking place outside the limousine: “This is a protest against the fu-
ture. They want to hold off the future. They want to normalize it, keep it from over-
whelming the present.” The same could be said of the novelists and the filmmakers of 
today, struggling to expand the role of the present in a culture that seeks to compress 
it to better facilitate the flow of information. DeLillo, Smith, and Cronenberg all 
seem to harbor nagging concerns that art, or at least their art, is a phenomenon of 1.0 
personhood that may not withstand the rising tide of digital culture. Their uncertain-
ty, however, is tempered by Fincher’s giddy formalism. He demonstrates throughout 
his work what the other three only allow to bubble up in fits and starts: that for all 
its terrifying uncertainty, the indeterminate moment of the present is pretty damn 
exhilarating. No matter which side of Packer’s cork-lined limousine you’re on, rioting 
in the streets or luxuriating in the plush comfort of technology, it’s an exciting time 
to be an artist—to crack open the ambiguities of the reality that Shklovsky wanted art 
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to draw us closer to. Whatever the future holds, the present is as robust as it’s always 
been; the efforts of the cloud lords to conceal it just mean that the call is all the more 
urgent for writers and filmmakers to uncover the ever-throbbing pulse of the now.

Will Noah (CC ‘15) studies English at Columbia University. His real name’s William, 
but truth be told, he ain’t from this planet, y’all.

Few, if any, of the films of Ulrich Seidl have faced the MPAA yet, so the disclaimer 
we’re likely to encounter first is from Werner Herzog, who allegedly said after watch-
ing Animal Love, “Never have I looked so directly into hell.” Is Seidl putting forth 
an infernal view of the world teeming with slovenly fools? Or is he merely searching, 
playfully enough, for the points where curiosity becomes a violation, and pleasure 
a sin? Is the asphyxiating despair that some find in Seidl present onscreen, or is it 
strictly in the mind of the beholder?   
 I only read Herzog’s declaration after my first encounter with Seidl, but I doubt 
it would have prepared me for the prelude to Paradise: Love: a group of people with 
Down syndrome driving giddily around a bumper car field. It serves as an on-the-
nose, if cruel, metaphor for the gang of pleasure-seekers at the center of the film, 
mindlessly banging (into) each other in a similarly controlled, ludified environment. 
Like the disabled bumper car drivers, the corpulent Austrian women that flock to 
a “comfort hotel” in Africa seem unable to do their desired activity (having sex) in 
everyday life, and so they jet off to an exotic beachfront in pursuit of carnal delights 
with locals who’ll seemingly never get as old and fat.
 The biggest of the ladies, in both girth and screentime, is Teresa (Margarete 
Tiesel), whose daughter Melanie (Melanie Lenz) stars in Paradise: Hope. It’s only in 
that last film in the trilogy—the middle one is Paradise: Faith—that Seidl reveals 
the linkages between the trilogy’s characters. Hope opens with Anna Maria (Maria 
Hofstätter) driving Melanie, her niece, to fat camp. Her mother is abroad, we learn, 
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when Melanie calls during a break from the strict camp schedule and leaves a sweet 
voice message, déjà entendu in Love: “I hope you’re having fun in Kenya!”
 That telephone call is the only connection I noticed between the films’ plots, but 
their thematic and formal parallels are legion. Each Paradise film centers around a for-
bidden romance, less of the Tristan-and-Isolde variety than of the more taboo kind—
the one that causes sexual frustration, social alienation, and, well, the stuff of Todd 
Solondz films. In Love, Teresa tries to turn a series of encounters with ersatz gigolo 
Munga (Peter Kazunga) into an authentic love affair; in Faith, Nabil (a Muslim) tries 

to resuscitate his marriage with Anna Maria, who has become, in their separation, a 
fanatical Catholic; in Hope, Melanie tries to seduce the creepy camp doctor decades 
her senior.  
 Romantic desperation only emerges as the beating heart of each film after Seidl 
has neatly set up his characters’ worlds. The deliberate, measured duration of each 
shot and scene reads like efficient prose, allowing Seidl to flex the rhetorical muscles 
he honed making verité documentaries for many years. For a director so drawn to 
deviants, Seidl makes suprisingly symmetrical films.
 This parallelism, though, is the trilogy’s not-so-secret weapon. Early into Love, 
we’re meant to ask ourselves how different the lustful Austrian women are from the 
Kenyan men that eagerly await their arrival, and are willing to ridicule themselves 
and toy with the tourists’ heartstrings to make an extra buck. And how far is Nabil—
who dotes on his cold Catholic ex-wife—from Anna Maria, who spends her time 
drooling over Jesus? Both of them seek refuge from each other in prayer, and, at 
separate points, find themselves crawling across the house to carry out their most 
fervent desires. Eventually, Seidl lets Anna Maria’s love for Jesus cross over into sexual 
desire; while Nabil cries for her in the next room, she slides the crucifix off her wall, 
first kindling Jesus in her breasts and then lowering him beneath the sheets.
 Like Love, Hope presents us with chunky, sex-starved ladies, and thin, manipu-
lative men and asks us who the beasts are. Hope is the least ambiguous film of the 
trilogy, and as a result perhaps the most satisfying to watch. The leering, middle aged 
doctor and the drunk teen that literally throws himself at Melli in a nightclub are 
both monsters, but the doctor proves to be the ultimate animal: picking Melli up 
from the bar in the morning and driving to a forest, he lies her down, gets on all 
fours, scurries around her in circles and sniffs her like a dog. At this point, the humor 
of their romance has given full way to perversion, but the film’s first half-hour is one 
of the funniest the last few years of cinema has to offer. One of the few movies about 
misfit adolescents that doesn’t leave you to pity its cast for having to carry this screen 
credit like an albatross through their young adulthoods, Hope would make a killer 
double feature with Spring Breakers: both belong to that rare breed of tragicomedy 
that never takes itself a bit too seriously. 
 Given the non-professional (or, as he puts it, “lay”) actors and the incidental 
comedy that fill his films, it makes sense that Seidl privileges improvisation over fol-
lowing the script, to whatever extent it actually exists (he gives nothing to his cast).  
But it’s still surprising when you consider how carefully constructed the Paradise tril-
ogy feels, particularly in its metronomic rhythm and phenomenal compositions by 
indie veteran DP Ed Lachman. 
 Lachman, who has said that he’s wanted to work with Ulrich since Losses to Be 
Expected (1992), shares the director’s extensive background in documentary. His pre-
cursor as Ulrich’s cinematographer is Michael Glawogger, who, since shooting such 
Seidl docs as Losses to Be Expected and Animal Love (2000), has been recognized as 
a great documentary filmmaker in his own right. By turns inhabiting and carefully 
representing their subjects’ gazes and natural habitats, both DPs manage to jolt Seidl’s 
characters to life from within and without.
 Seidl’s documentaries not only anticipate the formal rigor of his narrative films; 

Paradise: Love (2012)

Paradise: Hope (2013)
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they also toe the line that has become his obsession: between man and beast. Animal 
Love bounces from house to house of working-class Austrians obsessed with their 
dogs to the point of madness. Though it grows tedious, Animal Love showcases Seidl’s 
mastery of the slow, satirical build. He only gradually reveals his subjects’ creepier 
idiosyncrasies. After watching about a third of the film with me, my dad eagerly ex-
claimed, “I could have been the star of this movie,” only to bite his tongue in the next 
scene when the homeless character begins French kissing his pooch. Some subjects 
treat their dogs as they would their own children, while others (such as the salacious 
homeless guy) identify with their dogs to the point of behaving like them in everyday 
life. The overwhelming importance accorded to the pets in these homes tears the hu-
mans themselves apart. “You keep me like a pet or something,” says the wife of a fat 
drunkard, interrupting his whiny rant as their dog wanders in the background. Many 
of the subjects treat their animals much more humanely than their friends and lovers, 
caressing and singing to their dogs while answering their companions with a bark.
 Though similarly attuned to man’s animalistic inclinations, Losses to Be Expected 
is less a documentary than a drab take on the Theater of the Absurd, opening with a 
Czech man dancing and stripping for the camera in broad daylight in the middle of 
a farm on the Austrian border. The “developing action,” as Kristin Thompson would 
have it, is that an old man has run out of the meals his wife cooked and froze for him 
before passing away. Like a stray dog, he sets out to find a new wife.
 At the press conference for Paradise: Hope, someone asked Seidl why he thought 
he was only getting major recognition now, with a retrospective at the prestigious 
Akademie der Kunste in Berlin and a coffee table book devoted to the Paradise trilogy 
featuring an essay by Marina Abramovic. Seidl chalked it up to persistence, but one 
can’t help feeling that these are, in a sense, his sexiest, most marketable films. What’s 
a tougher sell than Animal Love, which in the U.S. got the alluring tagline: “Lonely 
people yearn for love”? Still, there is something out-of-step about Seidl: his love for 
huddling together grotesque characters, his interest in the oafish and the awkwardly-
shaped, has more in common with Dutch Old Masters like Jan Steen than it does 

The Winning Speaker, Jan Steen Three Circus Ballerinas, Diane Arbus

with just about anything in this age of billboards and People magazines. 
 Why do we expect filmmakers to love their subjects? The only directors we seem 
to allow to dislike or remotely condescend to their characters are those who do so 
in a tongue-in-cheek way (e.g. the Coen Brothers). Seidl is too honest for that. He’s 
certainly not in love with these characters, but, like Diane Arbus, he films his subjects 
with deep fascination and at least aspires to a documentarian’s neutrality. Which isn’t 
to say that his films are antiseptic. They’re pageants of weirdos, but unlike Wes Ander-
son’s, Seidl’s freaks aren’t “weird” in a hip, photogenic way. Depending on your point 
of view, Seidl is an irreproachably anti-humanist provocateur or a refreshingly hon-
est docu-comedy-mentarian. Either way, for his development from his supercilious 
student film The Prom (1982) to the richly textured universe of the Paradise trilogy, 
cinephiles around the world can unite and cheer: “Gott sei Dank!”   

Joseph Pomp (CC ‘13) hopes to make it home from UC Davis, where he’ll be pursuing 
an M.A. in German, to attend the 51st New York Film Festival.
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I

There are films we remember with stark, minute-by-minute clarity, films we forget, 
and films which in retrospect coalesce around specific scenes or incidents. Then there 
are films that linger in our memory with a dull, pleasant glow, each one less a series 
of discrete events than a jumble of faces and landscapes, repeated actions and tossed-
off punchlines. These films often take the form of stopovers, idylls, and marathon 
hangout sessions; scenes follow one another without necessarily following from one 
another, personalities change with the weather, natural beauty is appreciated freely 
and indiscriminately, and people, though always strange and sometimes misguided, 
are essentially good. 
 In one variation, a city-dweller is forced out of his comfort zone by work, war or 
leisure and plopped down for a stay in the country. Though his presence is tolerated 
and even welcomed, he feels out of place; at first, he can’t quite adjust to the pace of 
rural life. He ambles around indecisively, visits landmarks, learns the tics and habits 
of the locals, and eventually settles into a routine. Soon, he finds something restor-
ative in living like this, attuned to subtle fluctuations in the atmosphere, the changing 
of the seasons, and the rhythms of labor; when he leaves, it’s with a tinge of sadness 
and faint promises of return. I can think of at least three films that fit the bill (al-
though I’m sure there are more): Bill Forsyth’s Scottish daydream Local Hero; Hiroshi 
Shimizu’s spa-set still life The Masseurs and a Woman; and Powell and Pressburger’s A 
Canterbury Tale. 

KILLING TIME
by MAX NELSON

BRIEF ENCOUNTERS WITH THE PASTORAL HANGOUT FILM

 At first glance, these films seem to suggest a division between urban and rural life 
that’s suspiciously easy—the product of a metropolitan mind to which the country is 
a lost paradise, an antidote to the city’s cult of goal-completion and worldly success. 
Their real subject, though, is the process by which people learn to live with time—
whether by wasting it, filling it, resisting it, or accepting it. The filmmakers needed 
the right to dawdle; they needed a setting that would free them from any obligation 
to the causal logic of narrative and the contingencies of plot. When they found one, 
it was the countryside, or rather the idea of the countryside; the countryside as it ap-
pears to a puzzled outsider: ambling, gentle, goalless. 

II
 
In Local Hero (1983), the countryside in question is a small fictional village on Scot-
land’s west coast, and the outsider a Texan oil man with a trustworthy, Scots-sounding 
surname (MacIntyre). He’s been brought in to smooth out a land deal that will make 
the town’s residents into millionaires and its beach into a refinery. Meanwhile, his 
boss (Burt Lancaster), who runs an oil company by day and a makeshift astronomy 
lab by night, gives him a second, covert mission: “keep watching the sky.”  
 We do watch the sky, but more often we find our eyes drawn closer to home: 
to the clumsy young man who speaks a dozen languages and loves a blonde marine 
biologist; to her tolerant smile as he smooches her webbed feet; to the middle-aged 
pharmacist and her doting husband swaying slowly to a rock n’ roll jam at a village 
dance; to the town’s one goth girl, its African émigré minister, and its jack-of-all-
trades ringleader, who moonlights alternately as a cook, bartender, innkeeper, lawyer, 
and accountant; to the reckless motorcyclist who plows through town at the same 
time each day; to the elderly man who lives on a beach in a doorless hut, working 

Local Hero (1983)
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the land and watching the stars; to the pack of wizened fisherman-painters painstak-
ingly christening their boat “The Silver Dollar” (“are you sure there’s two l’s in dollar, 
Gideon?” “Yes! An’ there’re two g’s in ‘bugger off’!”); to the baby sitting just off to the 
side that none of them want to claim.  
 In even the most breathless narrative film there are moments that glimmer, stick 
out from their surroundings, and force us to consider them on their own terms: the 
self-conscious extra, the incidental portrait, the tossed-off smile, the phrase that we 
can’t stop turning over in our memory. In Local Hero these bright moments come 
one after the other, strung together like beads on a string. The film rarely feels like 
a record of elapsed time, because—though time does pass, and in the right direc-
tion—there is no clear temporal continuity between moments, no “before-after” or 
“then-then,” only “and-and-and.” 
 For the hangout movie, the trouble is not that we don’t have enough time, but 
that we have too much; we need some way to spend it, and people to share it with. 
We don’t need any extraordinary circumstances to justify spending a couple hours 
with Tom Waits’ laconic disc jockey in Down by Law (1986) or the dwindling theater 
troupe of Rivette’s Around a Small Mountain (2009). That is not to say that these 
films lack narratives, only that they never feel the need to invent plot-driven pretenses 
for taking up our time, as long as it’s spent in good company. Fictional company, 
perhaps—but nowhere is the barrier between character and performer as permeable 
as in the hangout movie, in which so little attention is paid to context and backstory 
and so much is paid to gesture, bearing, and the moments when the manner of a 
protagonist becomes the manner of a star.
 Even as these films convince us that we can kill time without justification, they 
force us to recognize that the ability to kill time is something brief and precious. This 
is, I think, very close to the way we actually deal with time on a day-to-day basis: 
constantly aware of its passing, yet still willing to stall it, play with it, and flit it away. 
It’s this back-of-the-head knowledge, and this simultaneous willingness to ignore that 

Down by Law (1986)

knowledge, that gives Local Hero its dramatic urgency: the fact that Mac’s Scottish 
idyll has a deadline reminds us that the film, too, has a deadline, not to mention that 
life also has a deadline. Suddenly, hanging out becomes not a sign of indifference but 
a higher calling: waste time in beautiful places, with lovable people, while you still 
have time to waste.   

III

The Masseurs and a Woman (1938) a decidedly more dejected movie made by Hiroshi 
Shimizu during the first wave of Japanese talkies, opens on two blind men hiking a 
mountain trail, canes outstretched, proudly counting the number of sighted travel-
lers they outpace. They’re professional masseurs en route to the mountain spa where 
they spend each winter, and which they leave for the seaside each spring like a pair of 
migratory birds. The pair compete at guessing how many schoolchildren are coming 
from around a bend (eight and a half, as it turns out—there was a baby on someone’s 
shoulder), keep each other from stepping in animal droppings, and stumble over 
obstacles with good humor, if not physical grace. Eventually they’re passed by a car-
riage bearing the woman of the title—who, they remark, “smells like Tokyo”—and 
on foot, by a gaggle of student hikers they later punish for the offense. 
 Like Local Hero, The Masseurs and a Woman begins at the start of a vacation and 
ends when it dissolves; unlike Local Hero, this vacation has no fixed deadline. The last 
of the film’s key players, a precocious young boy and his surly but well-intentioned 
uncle, keep postponing their departure; they are, in a way, keeping the film going 
day-by-day. In this less comforting but perhaps just as accurate image of our relation-
ship to time, we have become like those blind masseurs, advancing ahead with no 
guarantee of landing on solid ground, afraid at every step that everything will give 
way under our feet.
 Here killing time becomes a means of coping: coping with blindness, but also 
with boredom and its frequent corollary, loneliness. Everyone’s come to this rural 
retreat to escape something, but they are also looking for something, some trace of 
connection, some spark of interest, some new passion. For the cautious uncle and the 
younger masseur, connection comes in the form of that lady from Tokyo, but what 
could have easily become a love triangle instead becomes something much quieter 
and sadder: a vision of bodies locked into diverging courses, grazing briefly together. 
 Shimizu had no snobbish aversion to hanging out, and he could rival Forsyth 
with his attention to the character quirk or incidental detail: the young nephew’s 
disgruntled “humph!”s; the boyish shame of the hikers when, limping back home 
in defeat, they cross paths with a gang of sporty young women heading up the trail 
they’ve just abandoned; the way the masseurs sniff people out in the street, noses 
poised, heads tilted up, like Pointer dogs; the way the younger masseur hastily dons 
his kimono inside-out when the object of his affection catches him drying off after a 
swim. And yet there is still the lingering suspicion that killing time, if it succeeds as a 
means of coping with loneliness, fails as a means of escaping it. 
 In the hangout movie, each scene often seems to have been stretched out beyond 
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its natural limits, and time itself slowed or distended. Lingering in the company of 
characters whose narrative usefulness has long since run out can feel like running on 
overtime—as if every second the film’s stalled plot might kick into gear and whisk us 
away. Shimizu’s long, flowing tracking shots of lakeside fishing and hotel-room day-
dreaming, on the other hand, suggest not so much togetherness protracted as togeth-
erness deferred. One shot of the lady from Tokyo standing beside a rain-battered lake 
holding up a parasol, frozen into an emblem of weariness and stoic disappointment, 
is an early link in a tradition of slo-mo melancholy stretching from Naruse’s The 
Sound of the Mountain (1954) to Wong Kar-Wai’s In the Mood for Love (2000)—films 
about lonely people waiting for changes and connections that never quite seem to 
come.  

In the Mood for Love (2000) 

The Masseurs and a Woman (1938)

IV

Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’s A Canterbury Tale (1994) begins with an-
other journey by road: a caravan of medieval pilgrims making the long trek to Can-
terbury in the hope of receiving blessings or doing penance. From there the film leaps 
ahead six hundred years and zeroes in on a very different band of pilgrims: two Allied 
sergeants on leave, one British, the other American, and a London shopgirl en route 
to her new post as a farm worker for the Women’s Land Army. Held over in the tiny 
but ancient town of Chillingbourne, a ten-minute train ride from Canterbury, the 
three run afoul of the village criminal, a “glue man” with a penchant for pouring paste 
in women’s hair, and resolve to solve the case. Their stopover never should have hap-
pened—Bob, the American GI played with aw-shucks sincerity by John Sweet, left 
his train at the wrong station—and sustains itself only by a series of postponements, 
delays, and cancelled furlough plans. It’s an even more unstable idyll than that of The 
Masseurs and a Woman, but with as firm a deadline as that of Local Hero: soon, both 
sergeants will rejoin their battalions and go off to uncertain fates. (For Sweet, this 
was no act: a real-life sergeant, he returned to active duty after the film’s completion.)
 That a film of such delicacy, wisdom, and humor, let alone one with such a 
charitable view of human nature, could have been emerged from the Second World 
War seems at the same time miraculous and necessary. You want to huddle around it 
protectively, marveling that it could ever exist in the first place—much like the film’s 
heroes marvel that Chillingbourne itself, and the unspoiled brand of rural life it rep-
resents, could still exist in a Britain defined by its urban centers and ravaged by war. 
 The movies have always been our unaffordable idylls, at once removed from and 
inspired by the chaos of daily life, tasked both with helping us kill time and with 
reminding us that we might not have much time left to kill. Sitting in the dark, pas-
sively watching days, months and years unfold in a matter of hours, we are invited 
both to detach ourselves from time and reflect on the many ways we use and misuse 
time beyond the theater’s walls. “It’s a great thing to sit back in an armchair and 
watch the world go by in front of you,” says avid moviegoer Bob early in A Canter-
bury Tale. “The drawback,” replies local magistrate Mr. Colpeper (Eric Portman), “is 
that people may get used to looking at the world from a sitting position.”
 You could read all of these rural hangout films as lessons in close watching, 
delivered to a seated crowd to help them recognize what they could only really see 
after standing back up. Time, or at least our awareness of time, nags us, distracts us, 
and urges us on; it blurs details, dulls attention. Inevitably, our attempts to structure 
time along even the simplest of narratives involve singling out individuals from a 
vast sea of faces we don’t have the luxury to study one at a time. Learning to look, 
then, means stretching time out until it gives us room to linger over details. It means 
trading a streamlined, centralized narrative for one like that of A Canterbury Tale, 
which gives its heroes the freedom to zigzag from one memorable encounter to the 
next. There’s the middle-aged farmhand who rejected her sole fiancé to avoid life in 
the city (“I’m still a maid,” she says brusquely between spearing bales of hay), the vet-
eran blacksmiths who chortle in unison at the newcomer’s expense, the kids playing 
soldier with gusto and occasional tears, the overzealous innkeeper, the mustachioed 
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soldier who takes out his oversized pipe just in time for his grimace to break into a 
laugh, the stuttering village idiot, the world-weary constables, the church organist 
whose temperament changes from gruff to tender when he recognizes Dennis Price’s 
musically gifted British sergeant as one of his own.  
 There is a sort of positive feedback loop associated with close-looking. We con-
vince ourselves that we have succeeded in stalling the passage of time and as a result 
become more receptive to the lives of others and the details of our environment. But 
this increased attentiveness—especially when applied to place—further dissolves our 
sense of time; it makes the past seem closer, more accessible. Later in A Canterbury 
Tale, shopgirl-turned-farmhand Alison (Sheila Sim) climbs a hill to the pilgrim’s road 
that once carried caravans of believers to Canterbury. She pauses in the absolute still-
ness of the meadow and, in a luminous close-up, hears the patter of hooves and the 
clatter of medieval wheels. We’ve already seen the pilgrims face-to-face, in the film’s 
opening scene, but now we are witnessing a different sort of collision between present 
and past. Alison’s girlish, rounded face, softened by the afternoon light, hair caught 
in the wind, seems eternally present, tangible, and close; and just as we appeal to the 
memory of the movies to bridge the seventy years between that face and ours, so Ali-
son herself appeals to the memory of a place to restore a still more distant past. Time 
has not merely been suspended; it has been balled up, folded, compressed. By killing 
the present, we’ve recaptured the past.
 If the first three quarters of A Canterbury Tale record our heroes’ attempts, by 
close looking, time-killing, and a little detective work, to make the past present once 
more, the film’s rapturous last half-hour lays out the rewards of their efforts—or, as 
Chaucer would have put it, their blessings. Childhood dreams are fulfilled, youthful 

A Canterbury Tale (1944)

affections re-affirmed, and lost loves revived, all in the shadow of Canterbury Cathe-
dral and in accordance with something awfully close to providence. 
 For Powell and Pressburger, time is more than a linear series of events, and his-
tory more than a deterministic causal force; both are putty in the hands of a higher 
power. The possibility of miracles that break or reverse the flow of time suggests the 
presence of a guiding order beyond the laws of time and causality—an order that, if 
it remains unseen and inaccessible, can still be known by its effects. Effects like the 
miracles that conclude A Canterbury Tale, the brief moments of connection that dot 
The Masseurs and a Woman, or the way Burt Lancaster’s helicopter descends from the 
sky in the closing minutes of Local Hero to save a well-intentioned rebel from an an-
gry mob. Or subtler effects, those with no clear narrative purpose—like the way the 
sunlight glances off the fields of Chillingbourne; or the way those blind masseurs feel 
their way through crowds; or the appearance of the Northern Lights midway though 
Local Hero. 
 These moments suggest that killing time, if it ultimately makes us aware of time’s 
passing, also sharpens our awareness of whatever power lies outside of time alto-
gether. If this sounds like muddy spiritualism, it’s because none of these films dare 
to name that power, or even any of its attributes. Their perspective isn’t that of the 
prophet but of the layman, the skeptic, and the stargazer, ignorant of revelation, but 
deeply sensitive to the details of the physical world and hungry for some order that 
might bind all those details together: like that dissatisfied oil magnate who keeps a 
massive telescope in his office and keeps watching the sky.

Max Nelson (CC ‘15) is still learning how to kill time.

A Canterbury Tale (1944)
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Andrew Bujalski | 2013 | USA | 92 mins

Is mumblecore taking an analog turn? Last year’s horror omnibus V/H/S counted Joe 
Swanberg among its contributors, and Andrew Bujalski’s latest, Computer Chess, is 
(among other things) a feature-length investigation into the big-screen viability of 
the pre-digital camcorder. More or less a verité mockumentary of a seminal computer 
chess tournament held in a mundane hotel in the early 80s, the film follows a pack of 
software geeks battling out one another’s cutting-edge programs by day and getting 
tied up in philosophical banter, futile come-ons, and other miscellaneous debauchery 
by night. Like Bujalski’s first three features, the film meanders and takes deep breaths, 
but here that part-effete, part poetically lackadaisical style has more flavor. Bujalski 
smartly dresses his most engaging story yet in a matching outfit: retro low-grade black 
and white video. 
 The shooting format may be awesomely amateur-grade, but Bujalski balances it 
out with what might be his most experienced cast yet, peppering professionals into 

Computer Chess
by JOSEPH POMP

Rodney Ascher | 2013 | USA | 103 mins

There’s a certain brand of reasoning that shows up, from time to time, in documen-
taries on the History Channel. It has us ask questions like “Did the Navy carry out 
time-travel experiments during World War II?” or “Does the chupacabra roam the 
plains of the Southwest?” Most of the documentaries answer with a definitive no. But 
from time to time, the search for an answer is so engrossing that the possibility of 
finding something extraordinary, small as it might be, starts to feel like an answer in 
itself. Rodney Ascher’s Room 237 is a critical but sympathetic exploration of this kind 
of thinking as it appears in five people whose lives have been more or less consumed 
by speculation about The Shining. 
 Ascher lets the critics lay out their interpretations freely and at length. We never 
see the speakers’ faces, and nearly all of the visuals running under their narration are 
clips from The Shining and other films—a commentary on the commentary. Some 
clips are direct illustrations of the critics’ theories; others poke fun at them. In one 
scene from Kubrick’s film, a chair noticeably disappears between shots, but the more 
Ascher replays the clip, and the more a disembodied voice goes on and on about its 
significance as a metaphor for the Holocaust, the more inconsequential the moment 
seems. 

Room 237
by SHANE CUMMERFORD

his usual blend of new and returning non-actors. Myles Paige steals the show as Mi-
chael Papageorge, a boyishly competitive guy who keeps finishing last. In one of the 
film’s funniest sequences, he marches down a corridor in the middle of the night after 
being overbooked out of the conference hotel, knocking on door after door in search 
of a place to crash. Also notable are Wiley Wiggins (Dazed and Confused, Waking 
Life), playing one of the star nerds, and Kevin Bewersdorf, who, as the cameraman 
documenting the tournament, riffs on his role in LOL as an impatient techie. Film 
geeks might also note that the head of the tournament is none other than critic Ger-
ald Peary, making his acting debut. 
 Bujalski has always paid nearly as much attention to visual texture as he has 
to the twentysomethings whose youthful malaise, communication problems, and 
compensatory strategies have been his career-long theme. While the so-called ‘Slac-
kavetes’ school that seemed to form around him in the mid-00s opted for DV, he 
stood firm in his Harvard-nurtured dedication to 16mm, which gave a handmade, 
artisanal feel to his first two features, Funny Ha Ha and Mutual Appreciation. The 
protagonists of those films were, like those of Computer Chess, ambitious, loquacious, 
discombobulated funny little things, but they weren’t as overtly cerebral—or, more to 
the point, nerdy—as the cast of characters that makes Chess Bujalski’s strongest film 
yet.

FIRST TAKES
D.E. Reports From the Front Row
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 It’s hard not to feel a secondhand excitement as the interviewees describe their 
first experiences with The Shining, some seeing it over and over again in pursuit of 
something just beyond their understanding. While some of the interpretations ap-
pear to be on seriously shaky ground (Stanley Kubrick probably didn’t help fake the 
moon landings), others are rigorous and sometimes beautiful: an observation that the 
Overlook set has windows where there couldn’t possibly be any, or a superimposition 
of the film played backwards and forwards that turns its opening and closing scenes 
into an uncanny “postcard.”
 With the critics hidden away behind the constant stream of clips, it gets hard to 
tell one from the next unless certain keywords (“Apollo 11,” say) pop up. Our con-
fusion about the critics and the critics’ confusion about the film and the characters’ 
confusion within the film all meld together, and the more difficult it becomes to tell 
the ideas that make sense from the ones that don’t, the harder it is to articulate what 
sense even looks like. The inconsistencies in the dream-logic architecture of Kubrick’s 
Overlook are never fully exorcised—they only resurface in the path down which 
Room 237 leads.

Lyubov Arkus | 2012 | Russia | 120 mins

It was a risky proposition: a critic-turned-first-time-filmmaker making a feature-
length portrait of the severely autistic teen she supported from home to home and 
institution to institution—and using that portrait as a springboard to reflect on her 
own life, livelihood and family history. At any point, Anton’s Right Here could have 
tumbled into self-congratulatory back-patting, self-absorption or exploitation. The 

Anton’s Right Here
by MAX NELSON

Libbie D. Cohn and J.P. Sniadecki | 2012 | USA/China | 78 mins

In the summer of 2011, filmmakers Libbie Cohn and J.P. Sniadecki did something 
rigorous, frustrating and formally demanding: they took a walk in the park. But they 
brought a few accessories along: a wheelchair, a digital camera, a microphone, and a 
mission—to record, in one ceaseless tracking shot, the daily happenings of an enor-
mous public leisure space in Chengdu, China.
 People’s Park consists of a smooth single take that lasts for 78 minutes, but it’s not 
really a single-shot film. If you peel back the shot that finally became the movie, you’ll 
see dozens of aborted attempts, unused takes, route changes, and on-the-fly correc-
tions. Cohn (camera-wielder) and Sniadecki (wheelchair-pusher) shot 23 complete 
takes in all; People’s Park is the 19th. Their shooting process was built on a give-and-
take between this kind of thoughtful layering and unhurried spontaneity, but until 
the song-and-dance extravaganza of the final minutes, the film itself feels eerily pre-
composed and a bit too polite. You want to tell the camera to hold up and breathe 
once in a while; it demands so much of you that it almost dampens your desire to give 
it anything back. 

Dan Sallitt | 2012 | USA | 91 mins

The majority of Dan Sallitt’s fourth feature The Unspeakable Act takes place in a large 
Victorian home defined by its harsh, geometrical angles; like the film’s characters, the 

People’s Park

The Unspeakable Act

by DAVID BEAL

by MAYA ROSMARIN

film works because Lyubov Arkus never takes her position behind the camera for 
granted: she is always searching, questioning, challenging the lenses through which 
she sees Anton and his fellow autism sufferers, confronting the limits of the medium, 
refusing to share what ought not to be shared. 
 “How can I feel someone else’s pain?” asks a resident of the special-needs com-
munity where Anton has a brief but happy stay. For Arkus, the answer lies in the act 
of looking: it’s only after watching Arkus’s footage of Anton that the boy’s dad agrees 
to take him back. As the film goes on, we watch Anton gradually reconcile himself 
with the world that long rejected him; when he finally takes hold of the camera him-
self, he zooms in on the sky and shouts “I’m flying!”—a long-excluded outcast made, 
however briefly, a king of infinite space. 
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house’s construction is liable to keep us at arm’s length. Inside, siblings Jackie (Tallie 
Medel) and Matthew (Sky Hirschkron) are grappling with different lines—those be-
tween familial and romantic love. In several memorable shots, Sallitt films Jackie run-
ning up her family’s central staircase to her brother’s tucked-away room. The frame 
takes in two levels of the house at once, along with the floor between them—at once 
suggesting the siblings’ unity and exposing the boundaries that hold them apart. 
 Jackie explains that she and Matthew “always tell each other everything”; they’re 
“impossibly close.” But the pair’s interactions are often silent—each sibling constant-
ly conscious of and always avoiding any mention of the titular unspeakable act. Mat-
thew has an unshakable, pastoral serenity; his emotional opacity is rivaled only by 
Jackie’s outward jadedness.  But even she eventually opens up to a therapist, and by 
extension to us.  Her therapist tells her that “a lot of people find mystery attractive—
but you seem to want familiarity instead.” Sallitt, for his part, treats the unspeakable 
with such sensitivity so as to render it inoffensive, innocent, and familiar. 

Shane Carruth | 2013 | USA | 96 mins

Kris (Amy Seimetz) and Jeff (Shane Carruth) meet after suffering parallel, mysteri-
ous traumas and strike up an immediate connection, brought together by an order 
neither fully understands. To say much more about the plot of Upstream Color—the 
first film in nine years from writer/director/producer/actor/composer/editor/cinema-
tographer Shane Carruth—would be unwise. By its final third, the film has evolved 
well beyond the conventions of either romance or science fiction, into an exploration 
of the invisible communities that bind people to each other and to the non-human 
organisms with which they coexist. 
 Carruth’s formal style has few neighbors in cinema; its closest cousins are in 
music (the circular editing patterns and repeated fragments of voice-over narration 
recall Phillip Glass’ minimalist compositions), literature (Walden plays a key role in 
the story, and Carruth has a writer’s gift for stimulating narrative inference), and even 
science (some of the film’s most beautiful images are micro-photographic snapshots 
of growth and decay, eerily biological “close-ups”). For all its narrative and thematic 
density, Upstream Color is a warm, inviting film. Don’t worry too much about trying 
to lock all the narrative pieces in place; just sit back and appreciate the emotional 
ecology. The wildlife—trauma, intimacy, grief, trust, and community—is familiar for 
all its exotic stripes.

Upstream Color
by WILL NOAH

In his essay on Terrence Malick (p. 19), Blair McClendon characterizes photography 
as a process of searching for the story you want to tell about a particular place. He 
invokes Robert Adams, one of the definitive photographers of the American West: 
“Familiar Colorado homes, when held before Robert Adams’ gaze and reproduced in 
black and white, become abodes for ghosts.”
 If Robert Adams’ photographs found an elegant coldness in the boiling sun of 
the West, Richard Lenz (CC ’12) has discovered a kind of unpolished warmth in 
the brisk wind of the East. The photographs from his series Baltimore, Bound, four 
of which are reproduced on the following pages, are accomplished and un-showy 
meditations on his hometown; he lets the power lines, tree branches, and street signs 
of Baltimore quietly play each frame like an acoustic instrument.
 Baltimore, Bound pays open tribute to a well-mined tradition of documentary 
photography: Eugène Atget’s studies of Paris at the beginning of the 20th century; 
Walker Evans’ pictures of storefronts and vernacular architecture; the playful formal-
ism of Lee Friedlander. But, to me, his photographs also relate to the films of Erman-
no Olmi, a lesser-sung Italian filmmaker who can find the weird human majesty in 
any tree, church, or factory he comes across: in the sparks flying from a construction 
site in the dead of night, or in the rafters that spread themselves over the top of a par-
ish like the shadows that gently push at every structure in Lenz’s imagined Baltimore.
 For Olmi, and responsible humanists like him, cities, towns, and buildings are 
valuable above all for their human content, for the way they point back to their 
inhabitants. Other filmmakers and photographers often take a different tack: they 
imagine cities as landscapes of moral antagonism, hostile to the human beings that 
live and die inside their walls. Lenz’s photographs fall somewhere in between these 
two tendencies; his Baltimore is independent of, but not indifferent to, its dwellers. 
The photographs in Baltimore, Bound communicate the understated dignity of a city, 
but it’s dignity with a difference—the people of the city are nowhere to be found. For 
better or worse, we can only see what they leave behind.

Take Me Back to Baltimore
Essay by DAVID BEAL
Photographs by RICHARD LENZ
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