

[image: illustration]




[image: Illustration]




For Louis and Max, the Jolin brothers. I hope this dedication will spur you to finally watch most of the movies featured in these pages.

First published in Great Britain in 2024 by

Greenfinch

An imprint of Quercus Editions Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 2024 Dan Jolin

The moral right of Dan Jolin to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978-1-52943-848-2

Ebook ISBN 978-1-52943-850-5

Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss, damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a third party relying on any information contained in this book.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Cover design by Luke Bird

Interior design by Ginny Zeal

Papers used by Greenfinch are from well-managed forests and other responsible sources.




[image: Illustration]




CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER ONE

Raising Minnesota

THE EARLY YEARS

CHAPTER TWO

‘Always put one in the brain’

MAKING AN IMPRESSION

CHAPTER THREE

‘How’d he get so high?
And why’s he feeling so low?’

WIN SOME, LOSE SOME

CHAPTER FOUR

‘Kinda funny lookin’

THE FEELGOOD PHASE

CHAPTER FIVE

‘Why, this is most irregular’

THE DIFFICULT YEARS

CHAPTER SIX

‘What’s the most you ever lost on a coin toss?’

A COMEBACK, AND HOW!

CHAPTER SEVEN

‘We can’t know everything’

SERIOUS MEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

‘Go out there and be a star!’

BACK TO HOLLYWOOD

CHAPTER NINE

‘Our separated fortune shall keep us both the safer’

SOLO VENTURES

CHAPTER TEN

Brothers Beyond

THE COMING YEARS

RESOURCES

INDEX

BIBLIOGRAPHY

PICTURE CREDITS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
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Tim Robbins as Norville Barnes in The Hudsucker Proxy, presenting his ‘extruded plastic dingus’, also known as the Hula Hoop.






INTRODUCTION

It all began with a circle. A simple outline on a neatly folded piece of paper, kept in a shoe. A circle whose meaning was only evident to the goofball who drew it: ‘Y’know. For kids!’

The Hudsucker Proxy is not the Coen brothers’ first film. And it is by no means their best or most important. In fact, it’s widely considered one of their weakest and was their biggest box-office flop. But, soon after I turned 20, it arrived on my TV screen via a VHS rental and introduced me to a whole new cinematic world.

If I’m honest, the film’s references to Frank Capra, Howard Hawks and Preston Sturges did not specifically register. Thus far I’d grown up on a diet of Lucas, Spielberg, Cameron and Carpenter, with Tarantino as the hot new thing. Did I understand that Jennifer Jason Leigh was impersonating Rosalind Russell and Katharine Hepburn? No, I was too busy recognizing her from Paul Verhoeven’s medieval trash-romp Flesh+Blood. My strongest point of connection with Hudsucker’s absurdly high-rise, retro-futuristic world was Terry Gilliam’s Brazil. Did that matter? Not at all. I thought it was a hoot. Especially the gag about the circle.

It wasn’t the movie’s inspirations that drew me in, but the movie itself. It spoke for itself. With little hesitation, I dived into the Coens’ output, honking at the tarmac-tearing comedy of Raising Arizona, puzzling over the oblique but compelling Barton Fink, falling head over heels for the sharply stylized gangsterism of Miller’s Crossing. By the time their next film Fargo arrived, I was Arts Editor on my university newspaper, Leeds Student. So it’s the first film of theirs I ever appraised, and praised, in print. Yes, I believed the whole ‘true story’ thing. And I don’t mind one bit.

I got their offbeat humour. I became enraptured by their impeccable design and smooth, assured camera moves. I revelled in the joyous cadence of their precisely scripted dialogue. To me, their characters spoke like real people, while also sounding like nobody I knew or had ever met. I’ve never outgrown quoting them in everyday conversation: ‘I was just speculatin’ about a hypothesis’. . . ‘I’m not gonna debate you’. . .‘That’s just, like, your opinion man.’

Without realizing it, I’d joined the cult. I began to identify members of the Coen company of actors, becoming excited whenever, say, Jon Polito popped up, or Steve Buscemi or Frances McDormand. And I grooved on the rhythm of their trademarks. In my mind, I’d play Coen Bingo: Small yappy dog? Check. Self-important man behind a desk? Check. Repeated line of dialogue? Check. Low-gliding tracking shot following a pair of feet down a corridor? Check. A circle? Bingo! These hallmarks gave the films an impressive sense of cohesion, despite all their differences in genre and setting.

Four decades after their debut, it remains impossible to be bored by the Coen brothers. Their 18 films together, from Blood Simple to The Ballad of Buster Scruggs, bear up beautifully under re-examination. Even their early Noughties missteps (Intolerable Cruelty and The Ladykillers) are quirkily watchable, if a little frustrating. Theirs is a body of work rarely matched for consistency of quality, cogency of vision, appealing idiosyncrasy, and quiet, confident independence. Where else could you find a brutal neo-Western rubbing shoulders with a domestic existential-crisis drama, a Homeric prison-break bluegrass musical, a Fifties Hollywood satire about religion and communism, and a no-frills, snow-covered tragicomedy?

My focus here is quite deliberately on the movies rather than the men. Joel and Ethan have never been great sharers when it comes to their private lives, and have been blessed by a lack of drama on that front. There simply isn’t a huge amount to report. I met them together once, briefly, in 2001, at a Cannes Film Festival press event for The Man Who Wasn’t There, and I’ve met Ethan again more recently, with his other other half Tricia Cooke, to talk about Drive-Away Dolls. Despite warnings that they can be difficult interviewees, I found them to be friendly, if a little wary and weary, and happy to answer questions that weren’t crushingly banal, or demanding that they explain the meanings of their films. They always seem happier talking about other peoples’ movies that they grew up with, or have inspired them, or impressed them.
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Ethan (left) and Joel Coen at the Cannes Film Festival, 2001, where they won Best Director for The Man Who Wasn’t There, shared with David Lynch for Mulholland Drive.



So it feels appropriate that the story of Joel and Ethan Coen should be the story of their films. Films that so many have now grown up with, and been inspired by, and impressed by. Films embraced by the Hollywood establishment, even though the resolutely New York-based Coens have never been a part of it. Films that enthral, and amuse, and perplex, and shock, and, above all else, beg to be rewatched.




[image: Illustration]

[image: Illustration]



The mid-Sixties. In St Louis Park, a sleepy western suburb of Minneapolis, Minnesota, a pair of young brothers are shooting a remake of 1943’s Lassie Come Home. Titled Ed. . .A Dog, this light-hearted, no-budget take on MGM’s canine-themed weepy is just one of several homegrown productions the two have been working on – usually comedic re-makes of old movies they’ve just seen on TV. And they watch a lot of old movies on TV, from Tarzan adventures to Bob Hope comedies to Doris Day confections such as Pillow Talk.

The eldest, Joel, operates the Vivitar Super 8 camera he purchased with hard-earned lawn-mowing money. Younger brother Ethan has taken the role of the family matriarch, played in the original by Elsa Lanchester. To convince in the part, he’s put on a tutu he borrowed from their sister Debbie. The short film climaxes with Ethan being thrown across a room by their pal Mark Zimmering, playing the dog-loving son, whose sudden show of force is his way of persuading his parents to let him keep the eponymous hound.

While their commitment cannot be questioned, neither sibling has much knowledge of even the most basic filmmaking techniques. They don’t even know you can cut film after it’s been shot, so they edit as they go, in-camera. They still have much to learn. But if they harbour dreams of a future in which they make it big, those dreams will come true. For in these home movies, we find the appropriately offbeat genesis of a creative collaboration that will endure for six decades (and counting). Although Ethan will move firmly behind the camera. And lose the tutu.

Born three years apart – Joel on 29 November 1954, Ethan on 21 September 1957 – to Edward, a professor of economics, and Rena, an art historian, the Coen brothers grew up in a relatively traditional Jewish household that supported creative expression and tolerated their high jinks. Edward Coen was a fan of Ealing comedies of the Forties and Fifties and passed on a love of the absurd to his two sons, while Rena indulged their escapades. The boys ran around making ‘jungle movies’ in the swamp behind their home, she recalled in 1992, also remembering the local newspaper they printed and sold, and the unfortunate chicken that Joel and a friend dissected on her ironing board. ‘We thought, “Well, Joel might be interested in medicine.”’ Ethan, it should be said, was uninvolved in this poultry atrocity. He was off somewhere, ‘in his own world’.

Such rambunctious behaviour was rooted, the Coens would say later, in an urge to compensate for their lives being so mundane; Ethan once described his homeland as ‘like Siberia, except you have family restaurants there’. At high school, they found some mental stimulus in Cinema Club, refining their tastes through the discovery of higher-brow fare, such as François Truffaut’s The 400 Blows. But it’s unsurprising that, once they were both done with college, they put St Louis Park in their rear-view as soon as possible.
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The childhood home of the Coen brothers in St Louis Park, Minnesota.



In 1974, Joel, the more hands-on and technical of the pair, started studying film at the Tisch School of the Arts at New York University. Here, he spent four years ‘sat at the back of the room with an insane grin on my face,’ and submitted a 30-minute thesis film that was a world away from Ed. . .A Dog and its ilk. Soundings concerns a woman who has sex with her deaf boyfriend, while loudly fantasizing about making love to his best buddy, who is listening in the next room. On graduating, Joel decamped to the University of Texas film school in Austin. However, he only lasted a semester, before quitting and marrying a woman he’d fallen fast in love with, moving with her to New York. (They divorced soon after.)

Ethan, the more thoughtful one, headed to Princeton University to study philosophy, writing his senior thesis on Ludwig Wittgenstein. ‘God knows why,’ he later shrugged. ‘I don’t see too many connections with my work as a filmmaker.’ At one point, he decided to take a term off and failed to inform the college that he intended to return. In an attempt to expedite his re-admittance, he faked a doctor’s note explaining that he’d lost an arm in a hunting accident – in his brother-in-law’s living room. It was cheeky, absurd and earned him a referral to a psychiatrist. Now there’s a connection with his work as a filmmaker.

The brothers reunited in New York, where Ethan moved in with Joel and his wife at their apartment on 280 Riverside Drive, Upper Manhattan. To earn his keep, he found data-entry work via a temp agency. His first taste of the entertainment industry came with a modest gig contributing to scripts for popular TV cop show Cagney & Lacey. Meanwhile, Joel had gained employment as an assistant editor, mostly working on low-budget horror films under the mentorship of Edna Ruth Paul. These included 1981’s Fear No Evil, in which a high-schooler turns out to be the Antichrist, and the psycho-slasher Nightmare, released the same year.

In early 1980, Joel worked on something much more significant. A young filmmaker named Sam Raimi arrived at Joel’s cutting room with several canisters of footage in the trunk of his car. He’d driven there from his home city of Detroit, where he’d just finished shooting his debut feature, an insanely kinetic and outrageously gory horror film titled The Evil Dead, about a group of clean-cut kids who head to a remote cabin and accidentally unleash a demonic force. Joel was impressed with the movie, and would lift a few of its stylistic tricks for his own directorial debut, Blood Simple. ‘A lot of the fun stuff, like the camera running upon the front lawn, is attributable to Raimi, who does a lot of shaky-cam stuff,’ Joel admitted in 1985.


[image: Illustration]

Director Sam Raimi, long-time friend and collaborator of the Coens.
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Joel and Ethan relaxing (as much as they’re able to) on the set of their debut film Blood Simple, in 1984.



He also clicked with Raimi personally, as did his brother. They shared childhood experiences of making daft home movies, and more importantly, a skewed sense of humour. It was a friendship that would result in two further collaborations: madcap crime-comedy The XYZ Murders, written by Joel, Ethan and Raimi and later directed by Raimi as 1985’s Crimewave; and The Hudsucker Proxy, which was co-written with Raimi, and would take the best part of a decade to bring to the screen.

During this time, Joel also met cinematographer Barry Sonnenfeld at a party in Manhattan. ‘We got talking about how great the cinematography was in Wim Wenders’ The American Friend,’ recalled Sonnenfeld. He later invited Joel to help out on a commercial film he was shooting. He was, according to Sonnenfeld, ‘the world’s worst PA. He got three parking tickets, came late, set fire to the smoke machine.’

He was a much better writer. Even at this early stage of their collaboration, he and Ethan gelled effortlessly, with little creative friction. Raimi compared their process to a game of badminton. ‘Joel would mention a line of dialogue, and Ethan would finish the sentence, then Joel would say the punch line, and Ethan would type it up.’ The first script the siblings ever wrote was a screwball comedy called Coast to Coast, in which a communist government clones Albert Einstein. ‘It had 28 Einsteins in it,’ Ethan boasted. They also, Joel once revealed, took a write-for-hire gig from a producer (whom they’ve never named), but that project never came to fruition.

It was probably just as well. To make their start as hired hacks might have set Joel and Ethan off on the wrong track, much like the misplaced Barton Fink in their 1991 film of the same name. As it was, they had their own plans. To make their own film, on their own terms.
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