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wendy and lucy
Saturday, April 2, 5:30 p. m. 

Sunday, April 3, 5:00 p.m.

2008, 80 mins. 35mm print source: Oscilloscope Laboratories. 
Directed and edited by Kelly Reichardt. Produced by Larry Fessenden, Nieil Kopp, and Rajen Savjani. Written by Reichardt and Jon Raymond, based on the story “Train Choir” by Raymond. Photographed by Sam Levy. Production design by Ryan Smith. Music by Smokey Hormel and Will Oldham.  
Principal cast: Michelle Williams (as Wendy), Lucy the dog (Lucy), Will Patton (Mechanic), John Robinson (Andy), Walter Dalton (security guard).
Interview with Kelly Reichardt by Brian Sholis, Artforum, October, 2008:

My collaborative process with Jon Raymond is a really good one. After reading his novel The Half-Life (2004), I was inspired to make a feature-length work, something that I hadn’t done for a long time. We worked together to create Old Joy, which was based on a story he had written to accompany an amazing series of Justine Kurland photographs. After that project was finished, we almost immediately set out on another collaboration. With Wendy and Lucy, we devised the storyline together, and then he went off to write it as a full-fledged short story. Jon’s interested in writing about landscapes, narratives of the road, friendships—themes that are close to my own interests.

One nice aspect of the process is that there were no expectations placed on either film. We’ve made these films on minuscule budgets, so I’ve been free to make them in my own way… For Wendy and Lucy, I drove around the country for six months, scouting, checking out various parking lots and gas stations. It was somewhat funny, then, that we decided to shoot much of it outside a Walgreens two blocks from Jon’s home in Portland.

At this point, I have figured out that I work best in a small, manageable environment. I want to get at small stories; they’re what Jon writes and what I’m drawn to. It happens also to work for me financially…. 

I think of [Wendy and Lucy] as being shot in “ugly America”—it’s a beige film, full of flat, anonymous walls that were difficult to deal with. The Wendy character, since she is traveling cross-country alone for the first time, might find these generic places a kind of substitute for home—or maybe a comfort in some way. Michelle really loved the way she was so invisible as Wendy, how she slipped into this landscape; I don’t remember anybody recognizing her during shooting. We didn’t have the manpower to close off streets, and so it was important to slip into the environment relatively unnoticed. Whatever is happening in the background—daily life in the town—ends up in the film. The challenge was to integrate all of this stuff and keep Michelle at the center of it. I wanted to focus on her without singling her out as being anyone special.

I’m at the point now where I can’t untangle what has inspired me, but certainly for this film I was revisiting the Italian Neorealists, some of the New German Cinema, and the British Angry Young Man films from the 1960s—films that are rooted in issues of class and whose heroes are confronted with difficult situations that often seem beyond their control. Like Kurt in Old Joy, Wendy realizes there is nothing for her where she is and sets out to map an alternative plan. There was a time when this kind of character would seem heroic, but nowadays there doesn’t seem to be too much support in America for any kind of truly alternative lifestyle. It’s all about the middle class and their houses and God and families.

“Wendy and Lucy’s Lady With the Little Dog” by J. Hoberman, L.A. Weekly, December 10, 2008:

Sometimes, less really is more…. [One] of the year’s very best movies materializes for an underpublicized limited run—a frugally executed, relatively short, deceptively simple narrative in which a solitary traveler searches for something irreparably lost.

Modest but cosmic, Kelly Reichardt’s Wendy and Lucy is a movie whose sad pixie heroine, Wendy (Michelle Williams), already skating on thin ice, stumbles and, without a single support to brace herself, slides into America’s lower depths. Introduced calling for her dog, Lucy, Wendy loses first her liberty (briefly), then Lucy (again), and, finally, her car in the course of a dead-end road trip from deepest Indiana to the Alaskan frontier. Freedom’s just another word....

This prescient tale—which, like her previous feature, Old Joy (2006), Reichardt adapted from a story by Jon Raymond and shot in the Pacific Northwest—is haunted by lonesome freight trains, hobo jungle solidarity and the idea of redeeming empty beer bottles for gas money. Reichardt has described her movie as a post-Katrina story: Although it’s never made obvious, Wendy apparently lost everything except Lucy in some previous catastrophe. Her beat-up Honda dies as she’s passing through a small Oregon town; waiting for an estimate on repairs she knows she’ll never be able to afford, she drifts into a supermarket and, overcome by the spectacle of abundance, pockets a beef jerky and some dog food.

With its quiet camera and fondness for long shots, Wendy and Lucy is so relentlessly understated that it comes as a shock to notice that the supermarket employee who grabs Wendy as she leaves is wearing a crucifix. Delivered with equal adamance, his is the movie’s key line: “If a person can’t afford dog food, they shouldn’t have a dog!” Wendy is booked, photographed, fingerprinted (twice, as it’s a new machine the cops are not totally familiar with), and fined $50. By the time she returns to the supermarket, Lucy is gone. Wendy walks around hopelessly calling for her—it’s the worst day of her trip, if not her life.

By midmovie, Reichardt has succeeded in defamiliarizing the whole notion of a dog—or rather making it synonymous with Wendy’s humanity, which, is to say, Wendy’s inchoate yearning. At one point, she laboriously crafts a few signs to paste up, captioning Lucy’s picture with the words, “I’m lost!!!” as though the identification were total. Lucy, played by Reichardt’s own dog, is a suitably charismatic mutt, and Wendy does encounter a few locals, notably a pitiless garage mechanic (Will Patton) and a sympathetic security guard (Walter Dalton), who charitably allows her to use his cell phone as her contact with the dog pound. But, save for Lucy, Wendy is alone; the movie is essentially a solo turn. 

Trembling throughout on the verge of a tearful breakdown but far too dignified to allow her character to choke up, Williams delivers a sensationally nuanced performance that, were it not so resolutely undramatic, would constitute an aria of stoical misery. Determined and self-contained in her dark-blue hoodie and cut-down pedal pushers, Wendy is a meticulous vagabond who keeps careful accounts of her meager expenses and manages to perform her ablutions every morning in a gas station washroom. In the movie’s bleakest, scariest moment, this grimy closet serves as her sanctuary.

Spare, actor-driven, socially aware and open-ended, Wendy and Lucy has obvious affinities to Italian Neorealism. Reichardt has choreographed one of the most stripped-down existential quests since Vittorio De Sica sent his unemployed worker wandering through the streets of Rome searching for his purloined bicycle, and as heartbreaking a dog story as De Sica’s Umberto D. But Wendy and Lucy is also the most melancholy of American sagas….
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