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Series Foreword

The Modern Filmmakers series focuses on a diverse group of motion picture directors who collectively demonstrate how the filmmaking process has become the definitive art and craft of the 20th century. As we advance into the 21st century we begin to examine the impact these artists have had on this influential medium.

What is a modern filmmaker? The phrase connotes a motion picture maker who is au courant—they make movies currently. The choices in this series are also varied to reflect the enormous potential of the cinema. Some of the directors make action movies, some entertain, some are on the cutting edge, others are political, some make us think, some are fantasists. The motion picture directors in this collection will range from highly commercial, mega-budget blockbuster directors to those who toil in the independent low-budget field.

Gus Van Sant, Tim Burton, Charlie Kaufman, and Terry Gilliam are here, and so are Clint Eastwood and Steven Spielberg—all for many and for various reasons, but primarily because their directing skills have transitioned from the 20th century to the first decade of the 21st century. Eastwood and Spielberg worked during the sixties and seventies and have grown and matured as the medium transitioned from mechanical to digital. The younger directors here may not have experienced all of those cinematic epochs themselves, but nonetheless they remained concerned with the limits of filmmaking: Charlie Kaufman disintegrates personal and narrative boundaries in the course of his scripts, for example, while Tim Burton probes the limits of technology to find the most successful way of bringing his intensely visual fantasies and nightmares to life.

The Modern Filmmakers series will celebrate modernity and postmodernism through each creator’s vision, style of storytelling, and character presentation. The directors’ personal beliefs and worldviews will be revealed through in-depth examinations of the art they have created, but brief biographies will also be provided where they appear especially relevant. These books are intended to open up new ways of thinking about some of our favorite and most important artists and entertainers.

Vincent LoBrutto

Series Editor

Modern Filmmakers


Introduction

The films of Wesley Mortimer Wales Anderson often provoke extremes of fierce loyalty and violent antipathy and little in between. In British culture, there is a well-known yeast-based product called Marmite, spread thinly on toast, which has given rise to a useful phrase, even used by advertisers, “the Marmite test,” an action that provokes a love or hate reaction. In considering Wes Anderson, there is little space for neutrality, with individuals even using the response to Bottle Rocket or Rushmore as a gauge of personal compatibility. From the lengthy gestation of Bottle Rocket, which was first a short (1994) and then a longer feature (1996), through to the animated feature Fantastic Mr. Fox (2009), Anderson has produced a highly distinctive body of work that has developed a fiercely loyal fan base.

This book attempts some neutrality in looking at the relatively small body of work that Anderson has produced thus far, considering how it works and trying to explain why it has had such an impact on contemporary filmmaking. In an era of generic and stylistic homogeneity, there are, at present, very few filmmakers whose work is instantly recognizable. The only movies Wes Anderson films look like are other Wes Anderson films. For fans, this adds to his growing reputation as a distinctive auteur; for his critics, it signals creative stagnation.

Anderson is a rare example of a modern director who has a significant input in a number of areas of production, resulting in a distinctive style, which links his films together and separates them from the work of others. He directs, writes, and sometimes produces, and takes an almost forensic approach to the look of his sets. He is one of a growing number of directors who did not hone their skills in film school, but he just took up the tools of filmmaking. He grew up in Houston and at school, staged plays and experimented with Super 8 mm films. Studying philosophy at the University of Texas, he met future collaborator Owen Wilson (who was studying English) in a playwriting course. At the time, both aspired primarily to be writers. Like the characters in Anderson’s first film, Bottle Rocket, they had plenty of ambition but were looking for a way of expressing it. After they graduated, Wilson and Anderson remained in the Austin area, Anderson working at a public access television station while Wilson gained acting experience in local theatre. Like Max Fischer, the hero of his film Rushmore, Wilson had been ejected from St. Mark’s School in Austin, so the irony was sweet when they were able to film part of Bottle Rocket there.

The subtitle of the book is “Why his movies matter.” Anderson is often linked to a certain distinctive kind of filmmaking that is dominated by matters of style, particularly so-called hipsterism.1 In some eyes, this rather indistinct term represents someone who is cultivating a persona that is cool, distinctive, and associated with particular clothing and lifestyle choices. Perhaps, by definition, anyone who regards himself as cool is probably not. However, in terms of appearance, dining habits, and particularly literary and cinematic preferences, Anderson has several points of similarity with this group. Always thin, tall, pale, with hair sometimes long and unkempt in appearance, he has the look of a more thoughtful Beck or the guitarist Simon Bartholomew from the Brand New Heavies (Anderson supposedly played bass on the reggae track in Tenenbaums). Olivia Williams (Miss Cross in Rushmore) described him as “quite physically and socially awkward . . . a precocious and intelligent young boy.”2 A former wearer of designer glasses, now more commonly seen with designer contact lenses, he has been known to sport a shoulder bag and if he does not openly discuss politics and his sexual preferences, he does admit to a liking for European culture, spending part of the year in Paris, part in Rome, and virtually living in one specific Italian restaurant, Bar Pitti in New York, during the writing of The Life Aquatic. Broach the question of influences, and discussion will encompass French (Truffaut, Renoir, Malle), Spanish (Buñuel), and Italian cinema (Fellini).

Although Anderson is dealing in a visual rather than a purely literary medium, he is still a writer, having at least cowritten all his films, which up to Fantastic Mr. Fox, were not based on the works of others. This has led to the development of an individual and distinctive voice, clearly different from those around him, and a concern for the style of the medium in which he works. He is a writer, however, having at least co-written all his films, which up to Fantastic Mr. Fox, were not based on the works of others. The relevant part of the term for Anderson is perhaps the development of an individual and distinctive voice, clearly different from those around him, and a concern for the style of the medium in which he works. At his best, this can create cinematic moments where the style seems to capture a key aspect of a character or a situation in a memorable line or image. For some, Anderson’s concern with the minutiae of production matches the pretentiousness they associate with the self-conscious artiness of poetry because, of course, the same features lauded by his fans are often also used as the basis of antipathy towards his films.

However, most reviews and even more detailed articles almost always present a given view, either favorable or critical, and make the same assertions about a recognizable series of features. Often, the films themselves seem left behind in the regurgitation of existing critical positions. This book will endeavor to derive any conclusions from close readings of the films themselves and will consider to what extent the films are really as similar as reviewers routinely assume, whether his style expresses or disguises a lack of substance, whether scripts and performances are more nuanced than usually described, and whether he goes beyond merely imitating his cinematic and literary influences.

Traditional print media and academic journals have been very slow to react to Anderson’s work, and some of the more interesting comments expressed so far have come from the virtual community via fan sites like http://rushmoreacademy.com. Online blogs are increasingly using film clips and image capture to compare specific scenes of moving footage, alongside written comments, in ways that open up film criticism to whole new vistas of intertextuality. Despite Anderson being a critical darling of some film journalists, this book is the first study of his work. He has passing mentions in Sharon Waxman’s Rebels on the Backlot: Six Maverick Directors and How They Conquered Hollywood (2006), James Mottram’s The Sundance Kids: How the Mavericks Took Over Hollywood (2006), and Derek Hill’s Charlie Kaufman and Hollywood’s Merry Band of Pranksters, Fabulists and Dreamers: An Excursion into the American New Wave (2008) but often (as Waxman’s title suggests) in relation to the system and how a group of directors broke into it, overtly targeting readers who wish to do the same. Hill does have a specific chapter on Anderson, but it is only 15 pages long and predominantly descriptive in tone. Anderson is nearly always mentioned in lists and seen very much as part of a group—something he himself continually denies. It is precisely the point that he is not like other filmmakers that is used to both praise and criticize him. He is sometimes dubbed as part of “the New Sincerity,” defined by Jim Collins as referring to a mode of filmmaking “that rejects any form of irony in its sanctimonious pursuit of lost purity.”3 It is a fairly loosely defined term that has been adopted across a range of academic disciplines but in terms of film it refers to a lack of cynicism, an embracing of immediate pleasure. It is an issue to which we will return in examining the ambiguous nature of Anderson’s protagonists.

In an era of growing aversion to risk taking in filmmaking, in which scripts are often based on existing literary properties, apart from Fantastic Mr. Fox, Anderson’s scripts are noticeable for being original (at least in the sense of being written for the screen). However, this does not mean that the scripts are original in the sense of being uninfluenced by other films or literary works. Indeed, it is debatable how original films like The Royal Tenenbaums actually are.

Since Anderson foregrounds his stylistic choices so clearly, viewers are sometimes more aware of aspects of film form and similarity with other Anderson films, far more than when watching films by other directors, and generalizations are frequently made about Anderson’s work in relation to another director, often without any detailed substance. This book endeavors to look closely at each film on its own merits and consider how the possible purposes and effects of stylistic decisions play out in their original narrative context.

The book tries to use plot in the furtherance of argument rather than regurgitating straightforward summaries. It is aimed at discerning film viewers who have already seen Anderson’s work. It may not persuade those with a strong antipathy to love his films but will perhaps help them understand a little better why they feel this way. This book is not concerned with the minutiae of production processes, the politicking of studio finances, or even box office numbers. It is about the films on the screen. The general organization of the chapters is chronological. Anderson’s work in commercials is discussed in the chapter devoted to considering his style, since this aspect of his filmmaking does not constitute a particular phase and the commercials themselves are of most interest in relation to his influences, especially from French directors.

Chapter 1 considers Bottle Rocket, especially in relation to its central character and how Anderson’s conception can be usefully compared to the work of Woody Allen and Quentin Tarantino, and what was gained and lost in the growth of the 1996 feature from the 1994 short version of the film. Chapter 2 looks at Rushmore, considering the representation of one of Anderson’s most enduring characters, the hero Max Fischer, and to what extent he is admirable or purely a fantasist. Chapter 3 examines The Royal Tenenbaums, particularly in the light of influential texts from J. D. Salinger. Chapter 4 discusses The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou in relation to the ambiguous nature of the main character and the work of French filmmaker Jean Painlevé, as an example of an explorer film as described by André Bazin, and how Zissou might be seen as a contemporary of Herman Melville’s Captain Ahab. Chapter 5 considers The Darjeeling Limited and particularly how far the Whitman brothers really understand what is going on around them and whether the film represents a major maturing in Anderson’s filmmaking. Chapter 6 covers Fantastic Mr. Fox and discusses the balance between human and animal values in the film. Chapter 7 looks explicitly at influences on Anderson’s work from other filmmakers, especially those from a French background, and considers to what extent he develops those into a style of his own. Chapter 8 contains an important discussion of Anderson’s portrayal of issues connected to race and class. Chapter 9 considers Anderson’s use of framing, especially his work in commercials and his positioning of paintings in feature films, and discusses stylistic similarities between his film style and the early silent era. Chapter 10 focuses on Anderson’s filmic style, including his use of music and whether this is just a collection of mannerisms or whether it constitutes something more coherent and profound, in particular his strategies for signaling his presence as an auteur. The conclusion tries to decide whether there is something that binds Anderson’s heroes together and what future projects might represent for his growing body of work.

For the most part, films made for general release attempt to tell stories, not deliver themes, so trying to throw either a thematic or critical blanket over all of Anderson’s work and distort the films themselves to fit this is not the purpose of this book. Each of Anderson’s films is considered in turn: its strengths, weaknesses, and complexities. This is just the first step towards a more considered approach to Anderson’s work.

Please note, for ease of discussion and to help distinguish between character names and some film titles, the latter are often shortened to Tenenbaums, Aquatic, and Darjeeling.
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Take the Money and Run: Bottle Rocket (1996)

And so it begins.

—Dignan and Mr. Fox

The “bottle rocket” of the title, heard on the soundtrack, right at the opening, represents as much as anything the energy of the conversation, which fizzes brightly and then fades out. The script, co-written by Anderson and Owen Wilson, reaches rhetorical heights of absurdity, undercut by the reality of the inability of the main character, Dignan (played by Wilson), to plan anything effectively. The shots down the length of the car with Dignan holding out a firework or his setting off rockets in a field feel like adolescent pranks akin to the mailbox baseball in Stand By Me (Rob Reiner, 1985). Part moody teenager, apparently depressed at the departure of Bob (Robert Musgrave), Dignan is also enjoying the opportunity to indulge himself in his own drama. To celebrate the success of the bookstore robbery, we see Dignan holding lighted fireworks from the passenger seat of Bob’s car and hear Oliver Onions’ “Zorro is Back” (1974), underlining Dignan’s casting of the gang in the guise of unstoppable superheroes (while conveniently skipping over the morality of theft).

BOTTLE ROCKET (1994)

The 16mm short film, on which the feature is based, has several features that persist into the longer film, such as the central relationship between Dignan and Anthony (Luke Wilson), the initial robbery of their own home, and the postmortem of the job. Small features are there too, like the childish target drawings, the iconic three-shot as they practice with the guns, and Dignan’s malapropism with “hypocritical.” However, other material is lost, which is a pity. It opens with Dignan, played by an incredibly young-looking Owen Wilson here, and Anthony approaching their target, featured in the longer version, but here they argue about an old episode of Starsky and Hutch en route. These are characters who naturally express themselves in the language of televisual fictions and who take such elements of their lives very seriously (Dignan stating that the plot as described by Anthony “has the logic of a dream”). Like Starsky here (“This is he”), Dignan also speaks about himself in an elevated style in the third person at times, viewing himself objectively like some kind of mythic hero. This exchange and his later slide across the hood while wearing the jumpsuit ironically look forward to his role in the movie version of Starsky and Hutch (Todd Phillips, 2004). The original TV series of Starsky and Hutch (ABC, 1975–1979), starring Paul Michael Glaser and David Soul in the respective lead roles, ran for four seasons in which the two detectives fought crime around a fictional California town, Bay City, and introduced a series of icons into the detective genre such as informant Huggy Bear (Antonio Fargas), a red Grand Torino with a distinctive white stripe, and a jokey buddy relationship that contributed to global reruns for years afterwards.

The house robbery, as in the feature, uses some handheld shots, and we see Dignan taking coins (rather than earrings) but not in a tight overhead shot. We see Dignan and Anthony trying to buy guns from a salesman (Temple Nash Jr., playing himself) who explains some blunt home truths about weapons, perhaps a small nod to “Easy Andy” (Steven Prince) in Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976), who also plays a gun salesman and can draw on his own life experience (in his case in relation to drugs and celebrity). Dignan naively seems to think (and continues to do so through the film) that guns can be used just to scare people. During planning for the bookstore robbery, we share Bob’s point of view as he wanders down the aisles, but here his attention is taken by self-help books like A Road Less Travelled: A New Psychology of Love, Traditional Values and Spiritual Growth by Dr. M. Scott Peck.

There is no actual bookstore robbery seen in the short version. As Mark Olsen observes, “The action itself is important only in that it gives them something new to talk about.”1 This need to fictionalize is seen in the postmortem scene. The robbery is no sooner committed than retold with the absurd elements airbrushed out and glossing over the fact that $183 is not a “pretty good haul.” Dignan uses elevated language to create a heroic, exciting adventure that provides a bond between Bob, Anthony, and himself. However, even here there are reality checks as Bob is increasingly alarmed at the prospect of being hunted down, a key part of the narrative for Dignan. Their school-style desks lined up outside the burger bar underline the fact that we are still basically looking at three adolescent boys, persuaded with minimum justification to join in a footrace in an act of teenage rivals, not professional criminals.

Also lost are some great comic lines. In the diner Anthony initially does not understand the connection between Bob’s marijuana and his interest in a book on herbs and then subsequently asks if Bob can also grow cinnamon because then he could have his own cinnamon toast. The exchange was shot for the longer version but cut from the finished film. Anthony also explains that he came out of the window from the institution (in a scene referred to but not shown) even though he had a set of keys, with the absurd justification that they might have changed the locks. This only provokes admiration from Dignan as an example of forward planning. In terms of characterization, the protagonists are very similar, hopelessly lusting after a waitress who might be described as mature at least, and the impulsive crime of breaking into a parked car that Dignan pushes Anthony to commit only yields a wallet with $8. However, Dignan’s dialogue “What did I tell you!” is delivered with a sense of accomplishment, not censure, depression, or recrimination. Not all the signature Anderson elements are here, such as the distinctive use of particular music, tight overhead shots, or slow motion, that we would come to see in
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