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Robert Altman’s) W edding Sy

UDEN SAID SOMEWHERE that
while most kinds of writers
like to use words to say some-
thmg, the mark of the poten-
tial poet is that he likes to hang around
words to see what they say. By that
definition, there is no more “poetic”
talent working today in the American
commercial cinema than Robert Alt-

man. The subject of most of his films
is the cinema itself, its conventions and

possibilities; through the films he tink-
ers joyfully with cmematlc expecta-
tions.

For example, when pnvate detective
Elliott Gould cold-bloodedly murdered

client Jim Bouton at the end of The

Long Goodbye, the motive was as much
artistic as it was anything else. In
the great tradition of detective-story

beginnings, Bouton had come to Gould

claiming to be a man wmngly accused
- of murder, and Gould, again tradition-
ally, had spent the entire movie search-
ing for the real murderer. But it turned

out that Bouton had been rightfully

accused, and that by fooling Gould he

was breaking faith with the conven- _ _ rativ
~ and one way of talking about the ways

tions of an entire literature. As for last
year’s 3 Women, 1 sometimes feel that

the director’s main reason for making

it was to execute an abrupt switch
from social comedy to Jungian fantasy

three-quarters of the way through—

perhaps the most outrageous change

- of tone in Hollywood history.
If A Wedding, Altman’s new film, is
a giant step forward for the du_'ector,

it is because Altman does not limit his

experimentalism to broad generic

strokes; this film is constantly breask-

ing the rules in small as well as big

ways. And yet, if people are predicting

that 4 Wedding is his best shot at a

mass popular success since M*A*S*H

( 1970), it is hecause Almn has con-

Stmrt Bymn Hollywood ditor of Film
Comment, is writing a h;swry of the enter-
- tainment weekly Variety. |
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ﬁned that expenmantalmm to his way
of telling his story. As long as it can

~ be figured out, the story itself—unlike
‘that of The Long Goodbye or 3 Women
- —should be familiar enough to the

average viewer. I understand (though
I don’t agree with) the complaint of
a friend of mine that when all is con-
sidered in comprehensible form, A4
Wedding is nothing more than a hip-

per, more sophisticated version of Lov-"

ers and Other Strangers. Its selection
as the opening night film at this year’s
New York Film Festival (“entertain-

‘ment values” are supposed to predom-

inate on epenmg night) is testament

enough to its potential popularity.

The movie chronicles the events that
occur during a wedding ceremony and

reception in a fashionable Chicago

suburb. The groom is the product of
‘a mother whose old-line family was
~ ostracized by the rest of high society

when she married her myatermus Ital-
ian husband. The bride is the young-
est daughter of a nouveau-riche truck-
ing fmmly from Louisville.

 That is the basic narrative situation,

in which Altman challenges linear tra-
ditions is to report that this mforma-

~ tion is only half-revealed at the begin-
‘ning of the movie. Half. The stmnge,

' convoluted history of tha groom s fam-

ily is hardly hurled at us in one piece,

and there are times when we're meant

to be briefly misled—for example, for
a short while we think the groom’s
father has Mafia connections—but that
history does become clear to us early
enough on. At the very least, there

comes a point when, as in most dramat-

ic structures, we can stop figuring out
who people are and start concentrating

on what they do and how they act.

Not so with the bride’s family. Until
the sudden revelation that they are
millionaire truckers is thrown at us
fifteen minutes before the movie’s end,

by Stuart Byron

‘we have bem forced to wonder juat

who they are. And we have probably
come to all the wrong conclusions. The
Brenners—the bride’s famlly-—-hava a
mildly hillbilly manner and dress in a

-decidedly homey manner. They must

be poor, we think, else why is the re-
ception taking place at the groom’s
home? When it turns out that the
Brenners were the ones who paid for

. the wedding, when we learn that they

have an income of $5 million a year,
we are forced to reconsider everything
that has already happened in the mov-

~ ie. We are forced, perhaps, to come to

terms with our own class assumptions

‘in what is still, apparently, a financial-

ly moblle Amenca

FILM IN THE Brueghelesque
tradition of Grand Hotel and
Truffaut’s Day for Night—
not to mention Altman’s own

" Na.shmﬂe——d Wedding does not really

have one “story.” It’s best described

"as a series of episodes, revelations, and
stories centering on a unifying situa-
tion, in this case a weddmg reception.

F erty-&zght characters, twice the num-
ber in Nashdille, have been created by
Altman, in collaboration with screen-
writers John Considine, Patricia Res-
nick, and Allan Nicholls, though the

‘two-hour running time requires that
some characters are more equal than

others. A formidable cast of lmewns

and unknowns mills about the groom’s
huge family mansion all afternoon

playing these characters. Mother of the

groom Nina Van Pallandt turns out to
be a heroin addict. Father of the groom
Vittorio Gassman is-not a mafioso after
all but a former Roman busboy whose
secretive air is designed to hide his
lower-class past.. Mother of the bride
Carol Burnett has a wild, two-hour

near-affair with uncle of the groom
Pat McCormick. Uncle of the bride



Gerald Busby, a minister, reveals a
sordid past. Caterer Viveca Lindfors,
felled by fever, is given amphetamines
by an unethical doctor and sails
through the reception on wings of ver-
bal inanity. And so on.

One feels that what interests Altman
in all this is not so much what is pre-
sented, but how. It is not only that we
know the bride’s family “as people”
before learning the basic socioeconom-
ic fact that they are millionaire truck-
ers. It is that we are consistently ex-
posed to character and personality
without havmg the slightest idea of
who a person is or why he or she is
_at the wedding. Very early on, for ex-
ample, a security guard prevents a
protesting Nina Van Pallandt from en-

tering the reception. This would be

funny if we knew at the time that Van
Pallandt is the mother of the groom,

and, thus, mistress of the very house
she is being prevented from entering.
But we don’t: What interests Altman
is the raw behavior of the character,
irrespective of context. It’s almost as
if we, the audience, were strangers at
this wedding and had to figure out
who everybody was. By the end, we
haven’t quite done so; as at a real wed-
ding, we leave muttering, “Who was
he? Was he related to the bride?” This
way of constructing a film thus breaks
all the rules of the “well-made play.”
Behavior is what interests Altman first,
and what he shows us first. Behavior
then leads to character, and only at the
end do we reach “story” or “plot.”
But even as he shows us behav-
iorT, A]tman often wants us to mis-
interpret it. That the Brenners are far
wealthier than they appear to be is but
‘one of the many deceptions that the
mly director perpetrates. A thief steal-
- ing the presents turns out to be the
groom’s uncle—examining the prés-
ents. A teenager who seems to be using
epilepsy as an excuse to pop pills turns
out really to have epilepsy. A homo-
sexual seduction in a shower is really,
when we look closely, nothing more
than an attempt to sober someone up.
A nurse who appears to be a shirker
emerges as quite serious about her job.
Lillian Gish, as the matriarch of the
old-line Chicago family, plays the same
sweet, benign old lady that has become
her latter-day specialty—but it turns
out that she’s a stern, inhumane family
leader whose uncompromising demands -

have driven her danghter to drug
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|  There’s one ﬁnal, apectacular deeep-
| tion that it would be unfair for a re-
| viewer to reveal. But so dramatic is
| this episode, so startling in its spec-
| tacle, that it forces us into considera-
| tions of the nature of art itself, of the
| differences between art and life. An in-
cident that, in real life, would be a

shattering event turns out, when its

true nature is revealed, to be irrelevant
| to the concerns of the people in 4 Wed-
| ding. Every work of narrative art,
| Altman seems to be saying, sets up its
‘own areas of feeling, sympathy, and
concern—and what would in life be a
'| complete catastrophe is little more than
a shaggy dog story when placed in the
context of a particular work of art.
In any event, thé main subject of
the film is revealed to be film—i.e.,
art—itself. The quastmn is: Is this
enengh'?

of the director’s most sympathetic
and perceptive critics, complains

in the current (September-Oc-

| tnber) issue of Film Comment that Alt-

| man is too readily considered a “mod-
| ernist.” Rosenbaum thinks that this
| térm should be reserved for such un-
‘diluted experimenters as Jean-Marie
Straub and Jacques Rivette. Yet it
| seems to me that despite its trappings

of entertainment, 4 Wedding is so in-

terested in formal issues and so devoid
of paraphrasable content that only
the modernist term will suflice to
justify it. After three viewings, it is
almost impossible for me to discover
anything that the film has to say mor-
ally, sociologically, or metaphysically.
Only as a formal experiment, a daring
attempt to make us realize how we
“read” works of narrative art, does the
film succeed-—and succeed magnifi-
cently—in being an imaginative film-
going experience.

Such formal pleasures are more than
enough for me, but those who look for
kernels of meaning from movies are
not going to be satisfied. Auden him-
self might not approve; after all, a
fascination with words or forms was
the sign of the potential poet. The ma-
ture one has, as Enghsh teachers put
it, “something to say.” And if there
is a general argument against Altman,
it is that too often his films are indif-
ferent to content. Even when they con-
trive to say something, the argument

I ONATHAN ROSENBAUM, who is one

goes, they say two contradictory
things. Reviewing Thieves Like Us in
Time, Jay Cocks argued that the prob-
lem with the typical Altman movie is
that it is very carefully constructed to

be open to any interpretation. No bet-
ter example of this thesis can be found
than the ending of Nashville, the di-
rector’s last big conversation piece. ]
happen to think that in that particular
film Altman had a lot to say, but there’s
no doubt that it lends itself to both
optimistic and pessimistic interpreta-
tions. Some argued that the crowd of
country-music fans smgm&“lt Don’t
Worry Me” following the assassination
of a singer showed the indomitability
of the human spirit. Others claimed as
forcefully that it was meant to demon-
strate the crassness of the American

- soul. But what seems most likely is that

the filmmaker wanted us to be able to

. draw both conclusmns

If 1 were forced to extrapolate a
meaning from A Wedding, 1 would
say that it probably emanates from an

event that occurs early in the movie,

when the family matriarch played by
Lillian Gish dies; such is the momen-
tum generated by the wedding schedule
that the celebration proceeds as origi-
nally planned. This may well be the

- message that Altman wishes to impart:

People survive. They go on. For most
of us, life has its own mindless mo-
mentum. Life is not a movie; that is,
tumultuous events (“drama”) do not
really affect us. Asked about the lonely
figure of Shelley Duvall at the end of
Thieves Like Us, Altman replied, “She’s
a survivor.” So maybe all of his pro-
tagonists, at the end of all his movies,
are simply survivors.

For me} an Altmian movie passes

from success into greatness when I can

say of it that its characters not only
survive but, like Faulkner’s Mankind,
endure. For this to happen, the human
sympathy and complexity realized
throughout the movie must be very

strong. It’s happened twice—with Me-
Cabe and Mrs. Miller and Nashville,

- Two masterpieces during the Seventies

are one more than any other American
director has provided us, and, if 4
Wedding doesn’t make for three, it still
says 3omething about Robert Altman
that he is a director from whom we
expect masterpieces, and that we are
disappointed when he doesn’t quite

makejt. =~~~ O
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