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The movie is about to begin.

The crying is approaching.
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Bring on the lovers, liars and clowns!

Old situations

New complications

Nothing portentous or polite

Tragedy tomorrow

Comedy tonight! 

Stephen Sondheim
I am watching a movie I am not invested in and I am crying. I do not know precisely why I am crying. I do not know precisely why I am watching this movie that is making me weep. It is a documentary on HBO about the costume designer Bob Mackie. It is just on and I guess I am just watching it. The kind of thing that fights with your attention with what you are eating and the chores you still need to complete. 

There are some poignant moments in the film, but they are not the parts that made me cry. I cried at the beginning when a montage showed all of his work. All of the things that he created. That he wrought upon this world. 

I stop the movie and ponder why it is getting to me.

Am I crying due to jealousy? Do I wish to be exalted for my art in the same way? 

Or do I cry from the joy of someone wanting to create beauty in this world and succeeding? 

Perhaps a little bit of both. 

According to J Henrich online there is science behind all this weeping at the movies. “People cry during movies because emotional scenes activate mirror neurons that trigger empathy, allowing viewers to feel the characters' pain and joy as if it were their own. The release of tears serves as an emotional catharsis, helping to alleviate built-up tension and promote psychological healing. This response is deeply rooted in human biology and social connection, reflecting our innate capacity for compassion. “

This makes perfect sense. There is a lot I agree with. But I also see this as utter bullshit. 

If I cry at a movie I tend to only watch it once. 

This is not because I am embarrassed that I cried at a movie.. I think it is a sign of my restless manner of absorbing art. I want the next thing to get me. I don’t want to reacquaint myself with the past items of emotion. I want the new ones. The one I have no idea will hit me hard. Perhaps that is what I want. To be surprised by the emotion of the movie. I want to be blind sided. 

There is only one movie I watch consistently that breaks me every time. And always at the same place. You want to see me cry. Put on Casablanca and fast forward to the scene where every one present at Rick’s Place begins to sing the French National Anthem: "La Marseillaise.” You will see me lose it.
In creating a cover for this book, I put in a search for “crying at the movies.” A torrent of pictures came to my computer. Only after scrolling through them for a few minutes, not satisfied with any image did I realize that all of the people crying in the movies were women. 

Does this photo library hold the strong belief that only women cry?

Do men watch sad movies with stoic obligation? 

When we think of movies that make you cry, is it only the women folk so emotional? So empathetic. The men just wish there is more action?

Are we still in a world with old ideas of who can be emotional? Even the photo libraries can’t imagine a man weeping at a movie. 

Scrolling further down in the display of crying models in fake movie theaters, there are a few men crying. But they are not shown in a theater. They are crying by themselves in an unadorned universe. 

Men can cry, but there can be no other context. It is purely performative. A man might cry, but let’s not put it in perspective. Let’s just bashfully admit that some crying can happen to a man and leave it at that. 

In 2000, I took myself to see the first X-Men movie. I was leary of it. There had been a lot of superhero comic book movies that sucked out loud. Half way through the movie, for no discernable reason, I began to cry. Why? What brought this on? It suddenly struck me. I was just relieved. The movie was good. It reminded me of the comics I read when I was a kid. They didn’t make any glaring mistakes. There was a movie that didn’t shit on the things I loved as a kid. A good reason to cry. 
When I ask people what movies made them cry, Up is always in the discussion. I nod and say, yes, that’s a good one. But the truth is, I have never seen it. I know I should, but I am worried about those first ten minutes, the part that makes everyone cry. I am not worried about crying during it and spoiling my uber masculine reputation. I choose to not see the movie because I am afraid I will not cry. I will be like the oak. Or the concrete block. I do not want to be the person who has no tears to give to others. Even if the others are CGI characters given life by the manipulation of numbers and code. I cannot guarantee my tears under the pressure of such algorithms. . 
“This is why people cry at the movies: because everybody’s doomed. No one in a movie can help themselves in any way. Their fate has already staked its claim on them from the moment they appear onscreen.” John Darnielle
My favorite movie is Casablanca. I cry every time the La Marseilles scene shows up. I don’t know why I cry every time. I don’t know why I can’t stop myself. But every time the scene happens, I weep. The large tears of someone who has not gone through war. 

Here is the scene. It is in German occupied Casablanca. Rick’s Cafe American is a place where everyone gathers, trying to get out of the Nazi sphere and to safer places like Lisbon or America. The Germans have made a home of the piano and begin to sing a German song. Victor Lazlo, a partisan who has worked against the Nazis, rushes to the jazz band and says, “La Marseilles. Play it.” The band does not know what to do. They look up towards Rick, Humphry Bogart, the owner of the place. Rick simply nods ascent. 

The band now begins to play La Marseilles and slowly everyone other than the Germans in the joint sing along. A woman who has been dating Germans to curry favor sings too and begins to cry. And that’s my cue. I am wrecked and I begin to cry. The Germans try to out-sing the others with their German song, but they are overwhelmed. They surrender. If only all battles can be so well fought. Or so tuneful. 

Eventually everyone is exultant. The Germans are pissed. They force Rick’s to be closed down. Things spiral out of control toward the end of the story. 
The hottest ticket that month was Platoon. It was selling out theaters. I was working at a small theater chain. I got tickets to see it on a Sunday night. It was a pretty snowy night, but still the theater was packed. My mother and I sat next to a middle aged man and his wife. The man was smiling and happy. He chatted with us briefly and even offered us some of his popcorn. We refused his kind offer, mostly because I worked at this theater chain and I knew how the popcorn was treated. 

When the movie ended, the man got up quickly, wiping his wet face. His wife was practically pulling him to the aisle. He looked at the screen showing the credits of actors and camera people and said, to no one in particular, “That’s the closest anyone has ever gotten to it. Too damned close.” His wife whispered quietly to him in a reassuring tone and they were quickly out. As if running from something, or someone. Or perhaps it was a phalanx of memory coming down against him.
“In movies, I despise the easy manipulation that never even bothers to engage my feelings. It just comes straight from my eyes, but there's not a damn thing I can do about it. And I hate myself for it. The surreptitious nose-blow, the discrete four minutes after the offending scene. My daughters are on to me, my wife, they all know exactly when to give me that crick, sidelong glance. What must they think of me?” Jack McCarthy
My mother told me how to go see Schindler’s List in the movies. “Okay. This is how you do it. And you will thank me for it. You need to see it. But you need to see it like this. Go by yourself, on














































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Old Men Weep at the Movies

a personal essay
David Macpherson





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





