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ADRIFT IN AMERICA: 
THE FILMS OF KELLY REICHARDT
April 1–3, 2011


AN EVENING WITH KELLY ReiCHARDT

Friday, April 1, 7:00 p. m. 

ODE
1999, 48mins. Filmed on Super-8. Presented on Beta SP, courtesy Kelly Reichardt.
Written, directed, and photographed by Kelly Reichardt. Produced by Susan A. Stover. Edited by Philips Harrison. Based on the novel Ode to Billy Joe by Herman Raucher. Music by Will Oldham.
Principal cast: Kevin Poole (as Billy Joe McAllister), Heather Gottlieb (as Bobbie Lee Hartley).
Screening followed by a Pinewood Dialogue with Kelly Reichardt, moderated by Chief Curator David Schwartz.
Excerpts from “End of the Road” by Dave Kehr, Film Comment, Fall 2006:

There are certain shots we associate with certain filmmakers: Orson Welles’s low-angle perspectives on his towering titans with feet of clay; Hou Hsiao-hsien’s discreetly distant long shots, recording the comings and goings of family members around a dinner table; Michelangelo Antonioni’s detached observations of empty landscapes and abandoned urban corners. In the work of Kelly Reichardt … the dominant shots are those of anonymous semirural landscapes as glimpsed through the passenger window of a moving car. These images occur in all of Reichardt’s films, from the first feature. River of Grass (1994), set in the lowlands that bridge Dade and Broward Counties in her home state of Florida; through the short feature Ode (1999), a retelling of Herman Raucher’s novel (and Bobbie Gentry’s song) Ode to Billy Joe staged in the mountains of

Mississippi; and now in Old Joy, where they occupy almost as much screen time (or so it seems) as the film’s central relationship between two college friends slipping into middle age who take a last camping trip into the Cascade Range in Oregon.
For Reichardt, these moving images of static subjects, always receding into the past, seem to carry a sense of alienation and regret. It is as if the filmmaker were lamenting the separation between the human animal, caged up in the metal boxes in which we insist on traveling, and the unspoiled natural world outside, full of creeping vegetation, buzzing insects, dirt roads that lead away to unknown destinations, low-lying track houses that seem to harbor their own sad secrets, and mountains that rise into foggy, unknown heights. All of the wonder and mystery of life seems to be out there, on the other side of the windshield. Inside the car, where the camera, the characters, and the spectator sit, there are only our neuroses, failures, and bruised egos, all of which prevent us from making contact with the world that so seductively exists just beyond our grasp. But Reichardt is no back-to-the-land sentimentalist. When the characters do descend from their cars, they are likely to find such things as an abandoned handgun lost among the rubble on the side of a road (River of Grass) or a campsite that comes equipped with a sprung sofa and plenty of rusty cans for target practice (Old Joy). “There’s more of the city in the country and more of the country in the city,” mourns Kurt (Will Oldham), the more idealistic and New Agey of Old Joy’s two old friends….

In River of Grass, a dry parody of outlaw-couple-on-the-run films (like Nicholas Ray’s They Live by

Night or Fritz Lang’s You Only Live Once), Reichardt undercuts the romantic fantasies of her heroine, Cozy (Lisa Bowman), by focusing on the painful realities of her environment, a flat land scarred by ribbons of asphalt and relieved only by the occasional strip mall. When this Bonnie attempts to escape with her Clyde (a gangly loser from the next county, played with perfect fecklessness by Larry Fessenden), she discovers he has neither the change to pay the toll fare, nor the courage to crash through the gate. The couple is forced to return to square one, and Reichardt’s long shot of their broken-down car, executing a sputtering U-turn as they head back to the city, is an unforgettable image of forlorn defeat.
In Ode, Reichardt adopts the point of view of her heroine, Bobbie Lee, a sheltered country girl (Heather Gottlieb) whose love for the local rebel, Billy Joe (Kevin Poole), promises an escape from her oppressive family life. Where River of Grass was shot objectively, using short focal lengths and deep focus that tied the characters to their environment. Ode has been photographed in the mottled softness of Super-8, through cheap zoom lenses that flatten the image into fields of color bordering on abstraction. Ode’s heroine, like River’s Cozy, is ultimately a victim of her own romanticism and the pop fantasies that have fired it; the dreams she has projected on the world are casually and devastatingly shucked off by it when Billy Joe, as the song always told us he would, jumps off the Tallahatchie Bridge.
Shot in the relatively hi-def medium of Super 16, Old Joy returns to objectivism and irony; like River of Grass, the film has a gently satirical undertone that stops short of breaking our sympathy with the characters. It’s clear within the first few minutes of Old Joy that this relationship is doomed; the two old comrades—apparently they were in the same band back in their not-all-that-distant-youth—have gone their different ways.…The search for the hot springs, which Kurt remembers as a place of perfect silence and contentment, an Eden tucked away in a hidden valley, is, of course, a search for the people Kurt and Mark used to be, a return to innocence and idealism. The destination proves hard to find… Their baptismal ritual at the hot springs—finally found, after Kurt, predictably and endearingly, gets them lost—has the force of a sacred promise; Mark assures Kurt that they will be brothers forever.
But the promise is broken the minute the men return to Portland, and Mark drops Kurt off in front of the apartment building where, for the moment, Kurt is crashing. The car door closes; the talk radio comes back on. Later that night, Kurt waits in front of a movie theater; his date does not show up (is it another friend from the past with whom he’s hoping to reconnect?), and he wanders off, first looking wistfully into the window of a Chinese herbal medicine shop, then handing some spare change to a panhandler. Forced to decide between the abstract promise of New Age bliss and a practical gesture of humanitarianism, he chooses the latter—a tiny gesture that is both his salvation and the film’s final, muted triumph.
And so the ultimate subject of Old Joy is not friendship but betrayal; not nostalgia but the impossibility of reliving times past; not generational solidarity but lonely individualism. This is not Return of the Secaucus 7—a comforting vision of friendships rekindled and ideologies reawakened—but a silent acknowledgement that what is past is past and cannot be reclaimed. The title of the film refers to a Chinese proverb that Kurt quotes to Mark during their hot-springs idyll: “Sorrow is nothing but worn-out joy.” But the phrase pops up again, in a fragmentary, oblique form, during the film’s final movement: as the two friends, temporarily rebonded, drive back to Portland, we get a glimpse of the antique neon “Made in Oregon” sign that dominates that city’s Old Town district, with the word “Old” emphasized as it flickers through the bare branches of a tree. But almost before we can register them, the sign, the word, and the moment they represent have already slipped away, as Reichardt’s camera, peering out the window of a car, moves inexorably past them.

Museum of the Moving Image is grateful for the generous support of numerous corporations, foundations, and individuals. The Museum is housed in a building owned by the City of New York and receives significant support from the following public agencies: the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs; New York City Economic Development Corporation; New York State Council on the Arts; Institute of Museum and Library Services; National Endowment for the Humanities; National Endowment for the Arts; Natural Heritage Trust (administered by the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation).
Copyright © 2011, Museum of the Moving Image
