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Introduction

Viewer beware.

To casual observers, the films of Ethan and Joel Coen notoriously confound audience expectations. Refusing to adhere to genre conventions or movie-marketing ploys, the Coens’ cinema can leave even professional journalists like Charlie Rose searching for a common denominator. Viewers who try to locate a common theme, directorial signature, or political streak may only see technical bravura, sly cinema in-jokes, or sidesplitting gags. But the depth and breadth of the Coen brothers’ body of work—one of the most impressive and, strangely, influential in independent cinema today—bespeak an intelligence and cultural acuity that is rich, highly topical, and certainly hard to pigeonhole. Audiences may be excused for missing the obvious point of the Coens’ work. It’s not about the message; it’s the medium. Or so these high priests of the lowbrow art of moviemaking would have you think.

But think again. The fraternal filmmakers’ eleven movies to date not only upend expectations but also show how our view of the world profoundly affects what we accept as “reality” The Coens’ cinema dresses up belief to look like knowledge, testing the viewer’s perspicacity or, at the very least, jolting us out of our escapist comfort zone. While watching a Coen movie, it’s a good idea to keep in mind the warning of Blood Simple’s narrator, “Nothing comes with a guarantee.” Their self-conscious movies all implicitly carry a similar message: caveat spectator.

TRICKSTER MYTHMAKING

Like the West African trickster god Eshu, the Coens and their films encourage us to leave our assumptions at the theatre door. Eshu is a provocateur who dons a two-colored hat, revealing only the red side to one man and the white side to his friend, to show that people can be simultaneously right and wrong. Like this mischievous but benevolent god of the crossroads, the Coens, through their films, show how perspective is key to one’s perception of reality. Exposing the Coens as prankster mythmakers, who create nebulous, dreamlike story universes, this book anatomizes a body of work that both draws on and subverts storytelling techniques. Part of the Coens’ subversion and artistic agenda is to make you laugh. And laugh you will, perhaps without noticing the potent lessons of perception woven into each work. But giving their films a second look with new eyes rarely hurts.

Coen films often make us rethink our roles as observers, telegraphing intrinsic dualities of human nature, such as truths and lies, the revealed and the hidden, male and female, and dreams and reality. Barton Fink with its horror-movie feel not only mordantly razzes Hollywood’s slavelike studio system of the 1940s; it also suggestively and slyly warns against an informer—a “fink”—who trusts his chummy neighbor, only to discover he has given information to a murderous madman. All the while, the astute Fink viewer may wonder if these things are really happening or if the contents of Barton’s head are spilling onto the cinematic canvas. Fink is a surreal journey into the imagination and a sardonic exploration of how art is made, experienced, and contemplated.

In an age saturated by moving images, the Coen brothers consistently test our mettle as observers while holding a mirror up to society to show us its cracks. Fargo’s title cards advertise deception from the get-go, but the signs are so cryptic that many an astute viewer is fooled. Trucking in trickery, Fargo hides its true lies. As confounding as that might seem, such a tactic shows Fargo, and the Coens’ cinema more broadly, as a line of progression from the films of Alfred Hitchcock, whose thrillers not only shocked viewers but also probed their role. Alongside implicating the bad guys, Hitchcock’s and the Coens’ movies indict gullible viewers. The message hidden in Fargo’s bloody crime story? Check your source and be skeptical of surface images. The Academy Award-winning Fargo, in pretending to be real, makes watching a fictional film murky territory for the unsuspecting.

Then there are sociopolitical aspects of their films that amplify universal struggles even as the plots take mystifying turns. Vietnam War talk and glimpses of Saddam Hussein in The Big Lebowski, for example, might give momentary pause, but their consideration is soon eclipsed by the guffaws triggered by the idiosyncratic, lovable, bowling-enamored Dude. Yet, behind the comic curtain of this odd, entertaining crime story lies a powerful statement about the absurdity of war and an exhortation against the threat of nihilism.

Raising Arizona’s Hi, whose apocalyptic showdown with his alter ego is rife with sociological implications during the cold war, really undergoes a coming of age. The disheveled, late bloomer Hi must grow out of his bad-boy self and into his manhood, a common motif in the Coens’ cinema. Imagination sets him free.

O Brother, Where Art Thou? boldly looks at race, crime, and punishment like few of its contemporaries. The film takes on not the overt slavery of Roots but the virtual slavery institutionalized by Depression-era penal systems. With the odd duo of the Greek poet Homer and filmmaker Preston Sturges as their primary muses, the Coens mine history and art—especially music—to float racial harmonies into the discord of racist rant. The result is a cinematic hymn to the common man, the musical man, the democratic man.

MOVIES THAT HELP US REDISCOVER MOVIES

Most of the Coens’ films find the “little man” going toe-to-toe with powerful fat cats to grab—or steal—a piece of the American Dream pie. Norville Barnes (from The Hudsucker Proxy), Ed Crane (from The Man Who Wasn’t There), and H. I. McDunnough (from Raising Arizona) struggle to get ahead, by hook or by crook, in a capitalistic system designed to keep them down. They are caricatured little guys unempowered but inspired to buck the system. The result is a set of quirky morality tales about capitalism, family, and social institutions. The Coens’ movies are modern folk tales. They are parables embedded in plots turning on the odd, the hilarious, and the absurd. In probing the Coens’ art, this book uncovers the filmmakers’ pas de deux with the film-going public—the moves the Coens use to tease and braintease the viewer, the styles they borrow and newly fashion to let us see familiar genres in a totally new light, and the music and language they choose to render their bizarre film worlds, all the while moving to a beat of cultural relevancy. Coen films may be subtle in their shared themes, but more than just diversions, they open a window onto a panorama of American foibles.


• 1 •

Blood Simple: A Photo
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John Getz and Frances McDormand “pose” for a surreptitious photo taken by an unscrupulous private eye. (Credit: Circle Films/Photofest © Circle Films)

“Nothing comes with a guarantee.”

—Narrator/Loren Visser (M. Emmet Walsh)

“If I could do it, I’d do no writing at all here. It would be photographs; the rest would be fragments of cloth, bits of cotton, lumps of earth, records of speech, pieces of wood and iron, phials of odors, plates of food and excrement . . . a piece of the body torn out by the root might be more to the point.”

—James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Preamble (1946)

PREVIEW

In 1984, Ben Barenholtz, the father of the midnight movie, took a gamble on a debut film.1 Ethan and Joel Coen’s small gothic thriller Blood Simple had generated a big buzz at the Toronto Film Festival, impressing the indie distributor so much so that he bought it the day after it screened. “I’ve seen a lot of first films, and there was something about this film that was so good and so natural,” said Barenholtz. “The only other first film that impressed me as much was David Lynch’s Eraserhead,” the creepy, intellectual horror movie he also helped put on the map.2 Barenholtz and brothers Ted and Jim Pedas, his partners at Circle Releasing (formed just months earlier), guided the Coens over the tall hurdle independent features face: distribution.

More success followed. Simple earned kudos at the New York Film Festival and won the Jury Prize at the U.S. Film Festival, the precursor to Robert Redford’s Sundance. After a one-week run at Manhattan’s Cinema I, the Coens’ film and Circle’s gamble on it began to pay off. “Blood Simple had made the most spectacular debut for a film of its kind that anyone could remember—the grosses totaled [image: image]62,000 . . . and the reviews were uniformly ecstatic.”3 Hailing its “abundant originality” and “brilliant visual style,” the New York Times called it “a directorial debut of extraordinary promise.”4 The Los Angeles Times dubbed it “a dazzling comedie noire, a dynamic, virtuoso display.”5 By the end of 1985, it “had earned over [image: image]2 million in domestic rentals, easily recouping its [[image: image]1.5 million] production costs and more.”6

Falling somewhere between a comic thriller and a revisionist film noir, Simple deftly blends light and dark tones—a fusion that will become a Coen trademark. The violent tale, complete with latent and blatant horror-film snatches, pulses to an off-beat rhythm that cleverly pumps new blood—sometimes literally—into old genres. Its conventional roots stem from the hard-boiled novels of Dashiell Hammett, to whom the brothers pay tribute in the title. Taken from his 1929 novel Red Harvest, the term “blood simple” describes the panic and fear that visit a killer in the wake of a murder—a phenomenon the movie demonstrates in spades along with its close cousin “money simple.”7 Such gritty inspiration is a springboard into a neo-noir landscape where requisite double-crossing, treachery, and corruption ooze into a story of mixed signals that shock (and shockingly delight) with self-conscious flair and over-the-top gore, Texas-style.

REVIEW

Tracing a labyrinthine crime scheme gone awry, the story revolves around a love triangle between wife/lover Abby (Frances McDormand), husband/boss Julian Marty (Dan Hedaya), and lover/employee Ray (John Getz). This romantic arrangement erupts into a violent ménage a quatre when Marty engages the help of an obnoxious private detective, Loren Visser (M. Emmet Walsh). Never mentioned by name (like Hammett’s nameless Continental Op), Visser is the one-time narrator whose short, strange voice-over starts things off with talk about whiners, Russian collectivism, and Texas loners. After his brief mood-setting monologue the story gets under way with a road trip in a fierce rainstorm. The unhappy wife is leaving her louche husband, and his employee drives her getaway car. As she blandly outlines her marital strife, he laconically mentions his romantic interest in her. In no time their mutual attraction leads to a night of passion, her solo flight becoming their shared plight. She was on her way to Houston, but they detour to a no-tell motel and then head back to Podunk.

It turns out that Marty had put a tail on his wife. After learning of her infidelity—which appears to be a fluke—he hires the same man to commit a double murder. The detective “proves” his homicidal handiwork to the vengeful, paranoid husband with a doctored photo of the betrayers’ bodies presumably dead from gunshot wounds. Actually, the two lovers were just sleeping and the blood in the picture is Visser’s photographic art, but Marty takes the visuals as proof, pays Visser for the job, and then pays with his life for dealing with such a nasty fellow. Visser double-crosses Marty with Abby’s gun—apparently in the throes of being “money simple.”8 Nevertheless, he has the wherewithal to plant the murder weapon.

That night, Ray discovers Marty’s body and Abby’s gun and falls irrevocably into Visser’s trap. Assuming that Abby shot her husband, Ray cleans up the bloody mess and tries to dispose of the body. Upon realizing Marty isn’t quite dead yet, he finishes him off—in a move out of character. Afterward, suffering from a bad bout of the “blood simple” blues, he returns scared and confused to Abby with whom he believes he has forged a tighter “blood” bond. Yet, unaware that Marty is dead, she doesn’t get his enigmatic confession and grows increasingly wary of his strange behavior. Their mutual distrust mounts and climaxes with estrangement.

In the penultimate bloody face-off, Ray, who has finally figured out that Marty’s real killer framed Abby, duped him, and is now out to get them both, tries to relay this information to Abby. Visser kills him before he can clarify their strange circumstances. In the gruesome climax, Abby kills her unseen stalker, believing him to be her husband. The film goes out on Visser, the smirking victim of his own double cross lying beneath sweaty toilet pipes.

A PRIVATE EYE

The wordless ending is a visual punch line to the prologue’s koan teased by a sneering voice. Over seven shots of a Texas wasteland, the speaker describes an unpredictable world:

The world is full of complainers, but the fact is nothing comes with a guarantee. And I don’t care if you’re the Pope of Rome, President of the United States, Man of the Year, something can always go wrong. Go ahead, complain, tell your problems to your neighbor. Ask for help and watch him fly. Now in Russia, they got it mapped out so that everyone pulls for everyone else. That’s the theory, anyway. What I know about is Texas, and down here you’re on your own.9

We don’t yet know the monologuist is Visser, the jolly, nefarious private eye, who dabbles in photography and hit-man activities if the price is right. But by the final scene we know that this one-time narrator with a twisted take on partnerships and a penchant for bad jokes and storytelling is the bad guy who winds up dead. As predicted, things went wrong.

This private dick, to cop a Hammett phrase, who shoots with his camera before his gun, is a surrogate filmmaker. He is the one who utters the phrase “money simple”—the closest thing to a title scene—and he is the hinge on which so many of the plot twists turn and bang. He is both part of convention and an exception to it. Guide to Simple’s duplicitous world, Visser is also the de facto emcee of the Coens’ cinema. His message? Watch out—or caveat spectator. It’s a caution that can be applied to their entire oeuvre.

In Simple’s neo-noir territory, the Coens make their first villain a messenger, a storyteller-cum-story maker who is destroyed by his greed—and art. Early on, his photos put viewers on notice of his deviously authorial role, and belatedly Ray catches on, too. A master manipulator, Visser is a bit like Hammett’s Continental Op, who gets pulled into the dirty allegorical city of Personville (which he dubs Poisonville), but Visser is far less scrupulous. The Coens’ dick is more a descendant of Orson Welles’s crooked Captain Quinlan in Touch of Evil (1958), who also fakes evidence and whose dirty work ultimately backfires. But the Coens’ crooked cop is not just any corrupt authority figure; he is the corrupt authority figure, a narrator who tells his listeners and viewers to beware. In short, he’s something of an ill-intentioned trickster.

Not merely a fact finder, Visser is a “fact” creator. He is a power hungry, godlike manufacturer of reality with baleful, even sadistic tendencies who rules his world as long as he can. In this respect, Visser is of the same stock as Fritz Lang’s mad scientist Rotwang in Metropolis (1922), who builds machines that allow the elite class to exploit the enslaved working class. His grand plan is to wipe out the workers by fooling them with a robot that looks like their leader and will guide them to their deaths. Characters like Ro twang and Visser, in the words of film historian Leo Braudy, “create the order of objects; much like a director, they are masters of inner space, Gods within the film.”10 However, because Visser and Rotwang are ultimately at the mercy of the film’s true “God”—the directors—theirs is an asymptotic power drive.

Visser is the first in a long line of Coen characters who let their greed make them both money and blood simple. Hardly a straight shooter, he is a photographer and gunslinger—thus, he is both creator and destroyer, and his roles help sculpt a parable about visual perception.

Visser’s calamitous monitions ring true for all concerned, including the viewer. Throughout, movie elements look exceedingly familiar in one view but utterly strange in another. From the daylight drive-in shot to the climactic shafts of light piercing the bullet-holed wall, self-conscious details percolate into the plot, to the point that the action of watching becomes vital to the characters’ well-being, whether they know it or not. Looking is a constant in the movie’s no-guarantees equation; characters behold, observe, and spy but don’t always see beyond false appearances, and devices meant to preserve and magnify actions (a camera) are distorted by the perverse use of other devices (a developer, dark room). Through cinematic metaphors and an indeterminate ending—another Coen trademark—the film wryly suggests that looking and understanding are not mutually inclusive and that ignorance is bliss (or at least for Abby a lifesaver).

The movie takes off from Visser’s forty-six-second introduction. Like lines from a Greek chorus or a Shakespearean sprite, the stormy petrel’s voice-over is for the audience’s ears only. It establishes a rural Texas in decline. In the midst of the cold war at the height of the arms build-up, a voice pays Russia a backhanded compliment while the screen shows a grim portrait of Reagan’s America. The initial blown-out tire suggests waste and decay—a fresh artifact. The following five landscapes show wide swaths of mostly empty land. Three of these are dotted with oil machinery and point to a paradox of a bountiful land: when constantly sucked, oil-rich earth dries up, becoming oil poor. The empty drive-in fits the “album” of nihilistic “snapshots” showing the downside of supply-side economics—a topsy-turvy view of American capitalism. These seven still lifes set up a decayed world where the seedy side of human nature roosts. Enter the adulterers, the revenger, and the not-to-be-trusted hired help.

With an undercurrent of the Me Generation’s greed and its ill effects, the expressionistic opening shows traces of film noir, the French term (literally “black film”) describing a class of dark American movies that emerged in the 1940s. Borrowing aesthetically from German Expressionism, these dark, moody movies reflected disillusionment, anxiety, and paranoia. They grew out of hardboiled detective fiction and crime novels by writers like Dashiell Hammett (The Glass Key), Raymond Chandler (The Big Sleep), and James M. Cain. The World War II and postwar eras spawned such dark classics as Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity (1944), Michael Curtiz’s Mildred Pierce (1945), and Tay Garrett’s The Postman Always Rings Twice (1946)—offshoots of Cain’s crime novels that exposed an ailing society caught in moral entanglements.11 Along with Hammett’s crackling pulp, Cain’s slice-of-life stories were on the Coens’ minds when penning Simple. “We especially liked The Postman Always Rings Twice,” said Joel Coen. “We liked his hard-boiled style, and we wanted to write a James M. Cain story and put it in a modern context.”12 Part of this modernizing is arrived at through tone.

Painted onto the movie’s cynicism is a cartoon veneer with absurdist touches. When down-home jealousy begets down-and-dirty murder, planted lies, wrong assumptions, and miscommunication lead to a slow burn. Marty assumes Visser’s photo proves the murders and trusts far too much the slug he hires as a hit man (“If I need you again I know which rock to turn over”).13 Ray misreads the crime scene, finishes a murder he thinks Abby began, and believes Marty’s lies about her. The movie shows emphatically that seeing should not be believing—the “eyes” don’t always have it. Visser is a sarcastic spokesman of a reconfigured Lone Star State, a place burnt by the sun and plagued by the lure of false profits and, it turns out, a dead-right prophet: Visser. What the dick predicts comes true. Things go wrong—for himself.

Perhaps the opening’s most striking feature is its conundrum: although a prologue, it acts curiously like an epilogue, defying placement in time. Is Visser speaking from the grave at the start like the dead body in Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard (1950)? Or is he simply prescient—a not-so-omniscient narrator who is done in by his own story, his own setup even? Like a warped Shakespearean Puck introducing troubles that set the story in motion, the private eye draws viewers into a twisted world, sets a dubious tone for doom, and then manufactures false pictures that ironically lead to his own demise. Thus, in a bit of bizarre, almost prophetic logic, the film comes full circle and the premise is fulfilled. Things can go wrong for anyone, including the “Man of the Year,” the phrase inscribed on Visser’s lighter.

Playing with form and expectation, the Coens reshuffle the familiar love triangle for the Me Generation. It’s every man for himself in this stylized Texas; the woman is clueless. Visser’s twisted commentary on American ideals is like a slap in the face to the patriotism of fear that reigned in 1984. With the country locked in a potentially apocalyptic arms race with Russia, the first voice casually praises socialism and casts a shadow on American individualism. In the end, one Lone Star character does manage to ride out the dark Texas miscues while none of the partnerships endure, but Abby’s survival is hardly a victory for rugged independence.

Marty’s attempts to break things off with Visser fail miserably, first when he rehires him and then when Visser ends the relationship with a gun blast to Marty’s chest. Visser’s violent breakup with uber sleazebag Marty does not yield many benefits either, for soon Visser is the recipient of gunshot wounds intended for Marty. Ray should have trusted Abby or learned how to communicate or at least avoided windows. Abby, the one most on her own, is unmindful of what is happening around her. Her lone survival suggests that escape—especially internal flight—can be a potent anodyne.

What saves Abby is her look in, not out. She is blind to Visser’s plotting, but she is wary of Marty and attuned to her inner self, to which she keeps retreating. As Marty and Visser try to outdo each other with double crosses, the film riffs on the theme of the double. This literary motif, which the Coens will layer into a number of their films, explores the divided self. It is a longstanding narrative device that looks at hidden forces that break with “norms” of self and even culture. Sometimes it examines contrasted traits between two opposing (or sets of opposing) characters to point to desires unarticulated, unseen, even unknown, but influential far below the surface. Think Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Double or Robert Louis Stevenson’s better known The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

Primed by Visser’s puzzling prelude, the film presents two couples breaking up. In one, a woman leaves her spouse, but her tango with his employee stumbles thanks to an outsider’s interference. Second, the husband and his gun-for-hire engage in an illicit affair that is driven apart by avarice and double crosses. Solo, Visser shows how easily false images can fool gullible eyes. Together, from spying to killing, the men’s tag team shows how jealousy and greed spawn corruption. The focus on this other “couple” helps prefix neo to this noir. Scheming men (not a femme fatale) create the mayhem. By the end, Visser’s words come true: neither partnership remains intact—proving his theory that in the film’s Texas locale “you’re on your own.”14

The seven-shot opening is an ostensibly orphic prelude that lays the groundwork for inversions. Specifically, light—such as the daylight in which Visser delivers his initial warnings—will signal misfortune. Such inversion is key to Simple’s noir world, where light is menacing and darkness a safe haven. As Visser dies in the harsh light of Abby’s bathroom, a lone star burnt and burnt out by his own intrigues, Abby in the unlit room next door is at last out of harm’s way in the dark. Structurally, the final images of Visser cramped in the bathroom are inversions of the prelude’s wide landscape shots carried by his voice. Rarely is one given so much up-front information to be so surprised by the ending. The film is structured like a joke that starts with a cryptic punch line that doesn’t pay off for an hour and a half. The Coens show from this debut a nimbleness for surprises and arch deceptions. “Viewer beware” features will become a hallmark of their work—something they take to the limit in Fargo, their Oscar-winning, “film blanc” counterpart to this neo-noir.

SHEDDING LIGHT

Simple has essentially two introductions. The first is all about point of view and stasis. A rural road—normally a spot for movement, arrivals, and escapes—appears here as empty space, and the blown-out tire represents foiled motion. The odd low angle opens up a disorienting view that suggests perspective holds sway. The images that follow expand on the locale’s etiolated quality. The empty drive-in anticipates the self-consciousness to come, while lever heads pumping up and down for oil complete the picture of a southwest wasteland unlikely to grace a tourist brochure. Sapped by capitalistic sucking, this is anti-Russian, solo, Me-Generation country, so couples beware. These ideas take off in the next intro, a tableau of Abby’s futile escape turning into a long goodbye.

In the second beginning, day shots turn to night, and stasis is replaced by attempted flight and false starts. A speck of light grows rapidly from the black screen’s far background into a full beam, mimicking for an instant the band of light that throws movies onto screens. Visually, this escape scene is the short intro’s negative: pitch-black moving shots on a blacktop split by a broken white line versus sunny stills and a road striped by a solid yellow line. The rest of the scene plays out inside a car instead of outdoors. Within its first two minutes, the film intimates a primary visual conceit: side-by-side opposites. A pair of intros establishes an initial duality through sharp contrast—the prologue’s daylight “snapshots” versus the title sequence’s night shots in motion. The disorienting views and strained minimalist talk prime the plot for something to go wrong. A raft of self-conscious elements soon expands on this scheme.

Darkness becomes a key to understanding the discomfiting visuals. Though Abby cannot completely flee her creepy husband here, she starts to locate the part of herself that can do to him what he tries to do to her. That is, she taps into her dark side that allows her flight. In this way, the movie explores the literary double, which is often, as writer Karl Miller notes, “about running away, and revenge, when these pursuits are enjoined and prevented, when they are left to the imagination. One self does what the other cannot; one self is meek while the other one is fierce.”15 Abby’s instinct toward dreams and sleep is emblematic of her need for escape, and they help safeguard her from the abominable plotting that is going on around and against her.

The double, a favorite theme of Alfred Hitchcock, is used to externalize dark impulses in Shadow of a Doubt (1942), Strangers on a Train (1951), and Vertigo (1958). Psycho (1960) also employs the motif, and its visuals too are dotted with opposite pairs. Marion Crane (Janet Leigh) sports a black then a white bra, and her image is duplicated in a mirror before she steals money. Both portrayals symbolize her as someone with the capacity for good and bad. Norman Bates (Anthony Perkins) is also multiplied in a mirror to visualize his split personality.

Simple’s double motif is a bit subtler, but it too hews to psychological exploration. Abby wants out of her marriage and her first observations stir up some pop psychology amid deadpan humor. “Sometimes I think there’s something wrong with [Marty]. Like maybe he’s sick? Mentally? . . . Or is it maybe me, do you think?”16 This comes after her first line about the pearl-handled .38 he gave her: “Figured I better leave before I used it on him.”17 Despite her self-restraint, Anton Chekhov’s pithy gun theory—that a gun introduced in a drama must be fired—will apply, thanks to trigger-happy Visser. Soon her psychological meanderings find visual form in mirror shots.

Abby’s need to escape informs her personality, and it’s not just Marty she flees. She retreats from her waking world. She sleeps and dreams and sleepwalks in her dreams. In this way, Abby, who is often lit half in darkness, half in light, becomes the unlikely killer who stops the sleazy, murderous PI. But she thinks he’s Marty, a misconstruction that induces fits of laughter from Visser who is dying under the sink, which is where the movie ends, not with Abby and her reaction to the Pi’s voice. The ending delivers a postmodern twist of humor. The final shot’s bead of water falls toward Visser—and the viewer, as if to say the joke’s on us. Twists like these become a Coen signature.

At the end, along with Visser’s view of the sink, Abby’s mistaken belief that she is finally safe from Marty underlines perspective. Disorienting compositions are part of the cinematic landscape, and if they help indicate fuddled minds, the movie’s oft-inverted world shows that this can be a good thing. For example, the viewer watches most of the title sequence from Ray’s backseat. For nearly two minutes with no cuts, the focus is on the backs of two heads. As with the opening’s low-angle shot of the road, this view is strange. The subject is familiar, but the take on it is different and off-putting—classic film noir tactics. One effect of the long shot is that the more we look at their backs, the more we want to see their fronts. Ironically, the alienating view becomes engrossing the longer it lasts.

[image: Image]

Often shot half in shadows and half in light, the mostly innocent Abby (Frances McDormand) is not a typical femme fatale. (Credit: USA Films/Photofest © USA Films)

The backward view is reminiscent of the opening scene in Jean-Luc Godard’s Vivre sa Vie (My Life to Live). This 1962 film of the French New Wave, an iconoclastic filmmaking style from 1950s–1960s France that often delivered blistering social commentary packaged in self-consciousness and jarring visuals, starts on an unedited long take on a couple. Like Ray and Abby, they discuss the dissolution of a relationship (theirs, in this case) with their backs to the camera. The movie goes on to show how the main character’s conditions essentially force her into prostitution. Similarly, for almost two minutes with no cuts, the Coen pair conducts an unemotional postmortem on Abby’s marriage with their backs to the camera. The movie goes on to show that Abby’s and Ray’s lives are influenced by their surrounding conditions, though the forces are more personal than sociological. Both openings subvert tradition and expectations.

In some areas, Simple pushes boundaries. In others, it adheres to movie norms. The credit sequence is traditional enough to inform us how to read the movie. The light flares blazon each credit signal to the viewer that light will be important. Establishing the main metaphor of photos and picture taking, the oncoming headlights illuminate the car for brief moments like camera flashes. In addition to invoking photographic phenomena, such intermittent lighting says something about their world, too. Unseen forces beyond their control are at work. Ray and Abby only appear when their whimsical world allows—suggesting that their fate, too, might be determined by circumstance. In this way, a tension between light and darkness is established and the opening’s dubious warning about things going wrong is echoed visually.

Awash in visual impressions that prompt reconsideration of how images are processed, the film tests the viewer’s ability to gain knowledge through sight. Resembling a movie projector shutter that inserts black frames between still images, the windshield wipers swish away the actors’ names to clear the rain-pelted glass, creating a pattern: vision obscured, then cleared. This oscillation between clarity and opacity visualizes the Coens’ modus operandi: their camera obfuscates and then enlightens. The analogue for the viewer is that seeing what is directly in one’s sight is not easy; vision is not always clear. Photos, we learn shortly, can also make things clear or garble them. (The blades also recall Hitchcock’s Psycho and its portentous drive through a rainstorm. In Psycho, the moving wiper blades foreshadow a slashing knife. Simple’s moving wipers are self-conscious emblems of a film that often reminds viewers they are watching a film.)

Within the first three minutes, the filmmakers launch the viewer on a cinematic journey evocative of the past through familiar crime story and film noir conventions—a dark, stormy night, a wife leaving her husband. At the same time, unusual camera angles and Visser’s prefatory, enigmatic tease insert hairline faults along the road of recognition. And then there is the odd sense of humor. As a backseat passenger practically inserted in the action—not unlike forced viewer complicity in Gun Crazy (1949) just before the robbery—viewers are drawn toward the characters’ point of view. Along with such compositional complicity is the strangely humorous visual metaphor that the Coens are taking the audience for a ride.

The viewer manipulation—or inclusion—of the opening drive is most palpable when the dark scene is suddenly lit. After Abby senses they are being followed, Ray slams on the brakes and turns to look out the rear window. Finally, we see his face full-on, lit by the headlights behind them. The change disrupts the shared character-audience point of view, at first triggering a response to a question of identity posed by the darkness. There’s a fleeting feeling of awareness on the viewer’s part as Ray looks in our direction toward Visser’s VW, shown in the following shot. More important, after a moment Ray’s fully lit face is too bright and the hold on it too long, as if suggesting that even when things are revealed, they are not always pleasing. The rupture keys in on the film’s treatment of light: light can be beneficial or perilous depending on one’s vantage point, and what is not revealing to Ray and Abby is revealing to the viewer.

The thematic upshots here highlight the importance of reading visual clues—something at which Ray and Abby prove inept. They draw no conclusions about the prying headlights and dismiss the car behind them. Their ignorance of Visser’s intrusion forebodes their response to the rest of his predatory actions. At the end, when Ray finally has an inkling about what is going on, he gives more thought to the VW Bug still trailing him. In Abby’s apartment, aware he is being tracked, he tries to stay out of the light. But it’s too little, too late. If only he had seen before how a malicious force—usually preceded by invasive light—had infringed on his and Abby’s privacy with increasing insidiousness all along. Ray comes to the realization too late that light can be hazardous. Abby never fully understands, and ironically such ignorance works in her favor.

ART OF DARKNESS

Ray and Abby’s first—and only—sex scene is neither steamy nor perfunctory, but it is expressionistic, and its self-conscious lightshow hints at a peek-a-boo voyeurism. As we watch their intercourse—and thus engage in cinematic voyeurism—Visser takes pictures. So in a strange way, as much as Visser mimics the role of storyteller (filmmaker), he also dons the mantle of viewer. But he is no idle observer; he is someone who watches with an agenda. Money seems to be his ultimate goal—killing gets him a better day-rate than Russia’s fifty cent per diem. As in the car, Ray and Abby at the motel are alternately lit and shaded by forces beyond their control and awareness. Passing
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