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DRAFT
                           LOVE AND BULLSHIT IN SANTA ROSA:

                                ON THE MAN WHO WASN’T THERE

In the Coen brothers’ movie, The Man who Wasn’t There (hereafter MWWT, 200l) there are flying saucers cruising the night skies over Santa Rosa.  Or are there?  Or, is it rather that there are flying saucers cruising around in the mind of the protagonist and voice-over narrator, Ed Crane (Billy Bob Thornton)?  Well, wherever we think the saucers figure in the world of the film, there is surely a question about what they are doing there in the first place. What function do these science fiction images and narrative fragments serve in the movie anyway?  J. Hoberman, in his review of MWWT in the Village Voice complains about its inclusion of “a tediously sub-Lynchian UFO subplot.”
  But, first, the various appearances of and references to the saucers are so brief and scattered that they don’t really amount to a determinate sub-plot at all.  This makes them especially puzzling.  Second, the notion that they are there to provide some ‘Lynchian’ frisson is utterly unclear. Still, the basic worry behind Hoberman’s complaint is intelligible enough. The space invasion motif in MWWT is liable to seem pointless, silly, and even internally incoherent. 


The story of MWWT is predominantly a noir style tale of a downtrodden, deluded, and doomed barber who commits a murder for which his wife is wrongly blamed and who is subsequently convicted of another murder of which he is innocent.  The Coens were influenced, in making the movie, by the novels of James M. Cain, and there are broad similarities to the twists and ironies of Double Indemnity and The Postman Always Rings Twice. Like the film versions of these novels
 (and many other noirs of the period), the protagonist of MWWT provides a retrospective voice-over commentary on the dramatic action, a commentary in which he attempts to make some sense of the critical ill-fated incidents of his life.  Of course, this is a narrative that spoofs the labyrinthine plots of the noirs it emulates, and the barber’s voice-over parodies the gloomy, deterministic philosophizing that is characteristic of the verbal narration in similar films.  Still, the objective of spoof and parody don’t do much to explain why aliens from outer space should enter into the enterprise.  In one interview, the Coens say, “With this one, we were thinking noir to a certain extent, but we were thinking about science fiction movies from the early 1950’s.  You know, the flying saucers and the pod people.”
  No doubt they were thinking of both genres, but the filmmakers don’t explain why these two lines of ‘thought’ have been joined together in their film.
  

Affionados of the Coen brothers are likely to remind one that many of their other films involve a pastiche of genres and to reject the supposition that some kind of coherent explanation of the genre grafting is even called for here.  Now, pastiche we certainly  have in MWWT, but it strikes me as too facile to propose that its amalgamation of genres is simply the upshot of some sort of ironic postmodern playfulness.  If a saucy mix of elements from genres popular in the period were the basic inspiration in this case, then why, for example, wouldn’t the intermittent appearance of a Randolph Scott-like cowboy who tames the town of Santa Rosa effectively enrich and amplify the fun?  Why would such an augmentation completely violate the spirit and texture of the film?   In what follows I will argue that the motif of ‘invasion from outer space’ plays an important role in structuring the key thematic materials of the movie.  The aliens in their saucers, whether they are real or products of fantasy, serve as a counterpointing frame of reference for the alienated sensibility that afflicts Ed Crane and the alienating behavior of the other ‘humans’ with whom he deals.  Naturally, this claim calls for amplification and defense.


A prototypical storyline in a 1950’s space invasion movie, e.g., Invaders from Mars, It Came from Outer Space, has the following rough structure.  The aliens arrive in a small community, and a human protagonist or set of protagonists comes to know that an invasion of Earth has occurred.  The protagonist becomes aware that the aliens are gradually gaining control of the community by occupying or otherwise gaining control of the bodies of the community’s human members.  The realization that the protagonist and his allies must face is that the familiar human figures that have been their friends, neighbors, and lovers may be currently housing the malevolent minds of unearthly creatures bent on conquest.  What is more, the protagonist is in danger that the same fate of alien transformation imperils him as well.  The film viewer’s knowledge of the dangerous situation is closely tied to the unfolding experiences of the protagonist, and the viewer is expected to identify sympathetically with this character and his plight.  The humanity of the protagonist and other members of the community is vulnerable to attack, and their shared humanity is the supremely valued attribute under threat from the invasion. Correlatively, the anguish of the protagonist in the face of this threat is the emotion that does most to bind the audience to him in his struggle against the creatures from outer space.


Ed Crane is the protagonist of MWWT, and, throughout the film, the narrative action is depicted and commented upon from his idiosyncratic perspective.  Moreover, he is the character who makes the ‘discovery’ that aliens have arrived in the vicinity of Santa Rosa. Beyond this, however, Ed is scarcely the sturdy hero familiar from the space invasion melodramas.  First, the local incursion of extraterrestrial visitors is not a development that Ed views with either alarm or fear.  On the contrary, at the end of the movie, his belief in their presence and his expectation that they will carry him away appear to be a source of hope and comfort to him.  We will discuss this point later on. Second, Ed is presented from the outset as a distinctly alien sensibility within the human community.  It is a commonplace of film noirs from the 1940’s and 50’s that their protagonists are seriously ‘alienated’ either from their own emotional lives, from the social contexts in which they live, or from both.  But MWWT introduces the striking conceit that the protagonist could be an alien himself or, in any event, has a psychological profile more fitting for an inscrutable extraterrestrial.  In fact, it is unlikely that we are meant to imagine that Ed has literally come from outer space, but he is unquestionably ‘from outer space’ in the figurative construction of that phrase.  Wherever he is from, he is very weird.


Some aspects of his alienation in the story constitute pretty familiar fare in traditional noir narratives.  Ed is a man who is thoroughly estranged from his life in 1940’s Santa Rosa.  He is stifled by his job as a second string barber, emotionally and sexually paralyzed in his marriage to his wife, Doris, and completely distanced from the self-absorbed and manipulative acquaintances that constitute his severely constricted social life.  Although Ed’s estrangement and isolation is extreme even by the usual standards of noir plotting, these facts about his circumstances still fail to capture the thoroughgoing oddness—the patent creepiness—of the Ed Crane character.  They don’t explain one’s sense of him as someone who functions like a foreign exchange student who is visiting northern California from Mars.  

The creepiness resides chiefly in his actions and demeanor.   As played by Billy Bob Thornton, Ed bears some resemblance to a gaunt, muted, and haunted version of Humphrey Bogart.
  The character moves through his life as if he were under some sort of emotional anesthesia.  When another person expresses a genuine, recognizable emotion, e.g., anger, distress, fear, Ed seems to have only a glimmer of comprehension of the feeling that has been elicited. Similarly, the mechanisms that should register whatever emotions he might experience seem to have been massively short-circuited.  He views the world with a blank impassive stare, often acknowledging the most outrageous occurrences in the story with a characteristic enigmatic nod of his head.  Most notably, the man is preternaturally terse.  “Me, I don’t talk much,” he says at the beginning of the film, “…I just cut hair.”   Instead of speaking, he mostly smokes: it as if the flow of smoke that he constantly exhales replaces the words he might but doesn’t utter.  In fact, his exhaled smoke seems like a weird caricature of all of the obfuscating hot air that his more vocal compatriots produce. Ed doesn’t like the talk of other people much either.  He is mystified and often distressed by all the elaborate verbal baloney to which he is constantly subjected.  This is an important subject of the movie, and we’ll explore it at some length.

So, the protagonist of MWWT has a capacity for emotional response that is functionally equivalent to that of a being from another galaxy, and, by rendering him in this way, the film reverses a fundamental strategy of the kind of space invasion movies sketched above.  If Ed Crane were replaced by a pod duplicate, it is not immediately obvious just what difference in him the replacement would effect.  It is no wonder that, at the end of the movie, he seems to welcome the presence of visitors from outer space.  Now, it’s not clear whether alien intruders have really arrived in the Sonoma valley, but Ed undoubtedly imagines that they have.  The idea is planted in his mind when Big Dave’s wife, Anne Nerdlinger (Katherine Borowitz), tells him that she and her husband had been captured and released by creatures in a flying saucer during a camping trip outside of Eugene, Oregon. She believes that Big Dave has been fundamentally transformed by the spacemen during the encounter.  Her manner and testimony is so hysterical and bizarre that Ed himself is puzzled by it, but the idea of an invasion by extraterrestrials has been broached emphatically.  Later, Ed glances at an article in Life magazine concerning the mysterious events at Roswell, New Mexico, although he evinces no reaction to the story.  By the end of the movie, there is a scene that actually shows a flying saucer hovering over the prison in which Ed is incarcerated, but it may well be that this scene merely reflects the workings of Ed’s imagination shortly before he is due to die.  Nevertheless, whether the aliens are real or not, we will see that Ed feels some affinity for them—in fact, much more affinity than he feels for his fellow citizens in Santa Rosa.  This, of course, is a reversal of the protagonist’s normal allegiances in the face of an incursion from outer space. 

At the same time, it is easy to feel some sympathy for Ed’s estrangement from the other characters. As Hoberman puts the point, Ed is surrounded by “a gaggle of garrulous gargoyles” in this movie, and his retreat into a policy of conversational minimalism can strike one as a reasonable response to their nonstop self-absorbed verbiage. It is worth reviewing the more prominent of these garrulous gargoyles, briefly sketching the dreadfulness of each man and his distinctive style of loopy chatter. 

FRANKIE RAFFO (Michael Badalalucco), Ed’s brother-in-law and fellow barber, is the most benign of the gargoyles, but he is also the paradigmatic producer of pure unmitigated balderdash.  In the opening scene, Ed introduces him with the following remarks.  “And man, could he talk…  Now maybe if you are eleven or twelve years old.  Frank’s got an interesting point of view.  But sometimes it got on my nerves.”  Here is a sample of Frankie’s nerve-wracking barber chair discourse.

FRANK:  …so you tie your own flies, Ed.  I mean, if you’re really serious.  You tie your own flies, you do a—I know it’s matickless, I know, people say, hey, you can buy flies at the store—but you can buy fish at the store, Ed, you see what I’m saying?  ED: Uh-huh.  FRANK:  The point is that there’s a certain art to the process.  The point is not merely to provide, and let me point out, these fish are not as dumb as you might think.  ED: Uh-huh.

Frankie, unlike some of the other gargoyles is not exactly a humbug or a liar, but his discourse is wholly unconstrained by even the laxest maxims of conversational relevance and audience attention.


BIG DAVE BREWSTER (James Galdofini), on the other hand, lies a lot.  He is a vulgar, loudmouthed liar who tells incredible tales of fighting the ‘Japs’ in World War II.  These wartime stories are produced with the aim of establishing for Doris and others that he is a ‘real man.’ He is a paradigm of small-town male braggadocio and swagger—a thoroughly duplicitous windbag.  Fairly late in the movie, it emerges that Big Dave was actually stationed in San Diego throughout the war and didn’t see combat at all.  He is married to Anne Nerdlinger, whose family owns the department store he manages.  He is also having an affair with Doris, and this fact leads, through a couple of notable narrative complications, to his being stabbed to death by Ed.  It is altogether fitting, by the way, that Ed stabs this hot air specialist in the throat.


CREIGHTON TOLLIVIR (John Polito): is a traveling ‘entrepreneur’ who convinces Ed to invest in his prospective dry-cleaning business.  Creighton fancies himself to be suave, slick talker, and, plausibly enough, he wants Ed to be his ‘silent’ partner in the scheme.  Creighton is a classic American huckster, and his pitch is as elaborate and phony as the toupee, “handcrafted by Jacques of San Francisco,” that he wears.  In pitching his investment opportunity to Ed, he says:

CREIGHTON:  It’s called dry cleaning.  You heard me right, brother, ‘dry- cleaning’—wash without water, no suds, no tumble, no stress on the clothes.  It’s all done with chemicals, friend, and your garments end up crisp and fresh.  And here’s the capper: no shrinkage.  ED: Huh.  CREIGHTON:  That’s right! Dry-cleaning—remember the name.  It’s going to revolutionize the laundry industry, and those that get in early are gonna bear the fruit away.  All I need is $10,000 to open my first store, then I use its cash flow to finance another, and so on—leapfrog, bootstrap myself a whole chain.  Well, me and a partner.

We never really find out whether Creighton means to be scamming Ed, since Big Dave, wrongly thinking that Creighton is blackmailing him, strangles him first.  So, another big talker in the movie meets his end from a fatal attack directed at his throat.


FREDDIE RIEDENSCHNEIDER (Tony Shalhoub) is a resourceful lawyer with grand philosophical pretensions.  As such, he is the pre-eminent artiste of bullshit in the film.  He is the unbeatable big city lawyer who Ed hires to defend Doris after she has been charged with murdering Big Dave.  Later Ed is tried for Creighton’s murder, and, at least until Ed’s money gives out, Freddie mounts a dazzling if utterly incredible defense of him.
  Freddie refers to the trial as “the Big Show,” and he is the biggest legal showboat in all of northern California.  His specialty is a kind of outlandish, philosophical boilerplate, and his philosophical predilections tend toward arguing that the defense lawyer’s standard of Reasonable Doubt pervades the universe.  Discussing his envisaged defense with Doris and Ed in prison, he explains his basic thought:

FREDDIE: …They got this guy in Germany, Fritz something-or-other.  Or is it?  Maybe it’s Werner.  Anyway, he’s got this theory, you wanna test something, you know scientifically—how the planets go round the sun, what sunspots are made of, why the water comes out of the tap—well, you gotta look at it.  But sometimes, you look at it, your looking changes it.  You can’t know the reality of what happened, or what would’ve happened if you hadden a stuck in your own goddam schnozz.  So there is no ‘what happened.’  Not in any sense that we can grasp with our puny minds.  Because our minds…our minds get in the way.  Looking at something changes it.  They call it the ‘Uncertainty Principle.’  Sure, it sounds screwy, but even Einstein says the guy’s onto something…  Science.  Perception.  Reality.  Doubt.

This is Freddie’s normal grandiloquent mode, and, as he tries out this line of argument in Doris’s prison, he stands in a glaring cone of light—a theatrical spotlight, as it were, improbably formed by the way that the sun is entering the barred room.   When Freddie visits Santa Rosa, he stays in the Turandot Suite of the Hotel Metropole.  (“Yeah, it’s goofy, the suites are named after operas”).  In one brief scene, the camera tracks through his suite and reveals the stills of costumed opera singers, straining at their own virtuoso performances, that cover the walls of the room.


Thus, MWWT offers us these four iconic figures from the Pantheon of American Bullshit—the Chattering Barber, the Blowhard, the Huckster, and the Shyster—each with his distinctive style of verbiage and rhetorical ambition.
  These are the leading bullshit artists in the movie, but they are not the only able practitioners by any means.  When Frankie stops working because of his depression over the fate of his sister, Doris, Ed is forced to hire someone else to take his place.  Although Ed hires the candidate who “…did the least gabbing when he came in for the interview,” the new barber, when he starts work, talks incessantly from the minute the shop is opened in the morning until it is closed again at night.  Naturally, this development drives Ed nuts.  Or again, Ed goes to see a psychic hoping to establish some kind of contact with his dead wife, Doris.  This venture is mildly startling.  Since communication with Doris or with anyone else has never been Ed’s normal practice, it is surprising that, after her death, he should search out such a desperate way of getting back in touch with her.
  In any case, the attempt is a miserable failure. The old crone just offers him some disappointing spiritual mumbo jumbo while failing even to keep his wife’s name straight.  As Ed leaves the ersatz medium’s room, he says, “She was a phony.  Just another gabber.”  For him, the ubiquitous gabbing is inescapable, and in the face of the endless linguistic hogwash with which Ed is assaulted by these characters and others, it is hardly surprising that he retreats into an impassive and apparently defeated silence.


At the beginning of his famous essay, “On Bullshit,” Harry Frankfurt says the following:  “One of the most salient features of our culture is that there is so much bullshit.  Everyone knows this.  Each of us contributes his share.”
  For Frankfurt, bullshit is any mode of groundless speechifying in which the speaker proceeds in more or less complete indifference to the truth of what he says. Certainly this describes the typical mode of discourse practiced in MWWT by the citizens of an emotionally blighted Santa Rosa.  Bullshit is overwhelmingly prevalent there, and Ed Crane is a human lightning rod for the stuff.  This is apparently a chief reason why he is as deeply alienated as he is.  But, if bullshit is utterly off putting to Ed, it comes quite naturally to most of the other characters. The naturalness of bullshit to them seems to constitute an fundamental trait of their otherwise unquestioned humanity.
  But, this fact marks still another reversal of a chief assumption of standard space invasion movies.  The humanity of the human characters in this film is not depicted as something especially valuable—something that deserves to be protected from an attack from outside forces.  These humans are too corrupted and damaged by their thoroughgoing proclivity for bombast and blarney to be of special merit or appeal.  In fact, the humans in the movie are, in various ways, quite foreign to the ideal we have of what our humanity ought to amount to.  The protagonist here is alienated from his fellow human beings and comes to feel some fundamental connection with the ambient aliens (whether they are ambient in Santa Rosa or only in his head.)  It is these other humans that arouse Ed’s puzzlement and even dismay. They move him to search for some escape route from the unpleasant morass of quotidian human affairs.  However, I want to emphasize that it is not the aspects of unquestionable moral squalor that most offends Ed Crane.  After all, he is readily prepared to resort to blackmail himself, and he seems to take murder, infidelity, and blatant lying pretty much in his stride.  What does paralyze him is all the bullshit—the battery of unfounded verbal banality he constantly endures.  


In a well-known and influential book on film noir, Voices in the Dark, J.T. Tellotte has argued that it is a central concern of many noir films that the characters are forced to face  and survive the vast potential for duplicity in speech and language.  For example, he states,  “…the characters in these films seem singularly distanced from each other and unable to achieve any kind of intimate or meaningful communication.  As a result, this world seems largely populated by isolates and the ability to reverse the situation or to communicate any vital truths at all appears increasingly unlikely.”  Or again, a little later, “Through a thematic focus on our discourse, these films show how fundamentally our communications, even the movies themselves, carry a certain estranging force, one that renders all discourse precarious and every effort at human communication a risky wager against misunderstanding and alienation.”
   Although these passage from Telotte may somewhat inflate the matter, he has, in my opinion, identified a basic pattern that recurs across a significant range of noir movies.  I prefer a Frankfurt style of formulation of his point. As I would put it, the struggling, isolated characters in these movies are forced to solve their mysteries and negotiate the hazards that they face by coping with the massive amounts of bullshit that cloud their comprehension of their threatening circumstances.  What the Coens have done in MWWT is to give a penetrating focus and salience to this pattern, taking ‘the prevalence of bullshit’ as their major subject and source of parody.
   

The question of the nature and extent of Ed’s alienation is voiced directly within the film.  The other characters recognize that he is a creature who is directed by psychic forces that they find incomprehensible. In fact, he is angrily asked the perfectly reasonable question, “What kind of man are you?” on two occasions when his unprecedented strangeness has roused someone into rage.  First, when Big Dave discovers that it is Ed that has been blackmailing him over his affair with Doris, he repeats this query four times before he attacks Ed and, during their struggle, he is stabbed to death.  Second, even Frankie, who has heretofore been faithful and supportive to Ed, asks him the very same thing twice when, late in Ed’s trial for murdering Creighton, he wrathfully explodes and knocks Ed onto the courtroom floor.  Actually, Frankie seems to be aroused to his angry question in part by Freddie’s extravagant attempts to portray to Ed to the jury as both a typical guy and a kind of cosmic conundrum at the same time.  Here, in Ed’s voice-over account of it, is part of what Freddie has declared:

ED (voice-over): He talked about how I had lost my place in the universe. …I was just like them, an ordinary man, guilty of living in a world that had no place for me, guilty of wanting to be a drycleaner, sure, but not of murder…  He said I was Modern Man, and if they voted to convict me, they’d be practically cinching the noose around their own necks.  

Given everything that has happened up to this point, it is no wonder that poor Frankie, provoked by Freddie’s philosophical pyrotechnics, should want to know ‘what kind of a man’ Ed might be anyway.  Indeed, at the very beginning of the film, the issue of the ‘kind of man’ that one might be or become has already been fleetingly signalled in the visuals.  On the wall behind Frankie in the barbershop, there is a Charles Atlas like bodybuilding ad that says, “Lend me 15 minutes a day…and I’ll prove I can make you a NEW MAN.” 

 The strangeness of Ed’s relationship to humanity, however, is hardly confined to his hypersensitive negative reactions to bullshit and false forms of conventional sociability.  In fact, Ed seems to have a rather perplexed distaste for the basic biological facts of birth, growth, sex, and death.  Some of this is expressed most directly in Ed’s inscrutable excurses on the subject of human hair.  The first of these is presented in Ed’s uncharacteristically lengthy outburst to Frankie while he (Ed) is giving a haircut to a boy who is glumly reading a Dead-eye Western comic book. Frankie is sitting in a customer’s chair leafing through a magazine.   Ed and Frankie have the following exchange: 

ED: Frank.  FRANK: Huh?  ED: This hair.  FRANK:  Yeah.  ED:  …You ever wonder about it?  FRANK:  Whuddya mean?  ED:  I don’t know… How it keeps on coming.  It just keeps growing.  FRANK:  Yeah—lucky for us, huh, pal?  ED:  No, I mean it’s growing, it’s part of us.  And we cut it off.  And throw it away.  FRANK:  Come on, Eddie, you’re gonna scare the kid.  ED: (to the boy in the chair)  OK, bud, you’re through. (And then continuing to Frank)  …I’m going to take this hair and throw it out in the dirt.  FRANK:  What the--?  ED:  I’m gonna mingle it with common house dirt.  FRANK:  What the hell are you talking about?  ED:  I don’t know.  Skip it. 

Much later in the movie, just after his almost fatal car accident with Birdy, Ed returns to philosophical reflections on the topic of hair.  He reports in voice-over that, while he was unconscious from the crash, he remembered that an undertaker had once told him that a person’s hair keeps growing for a while after the person’s death and then it inexplicably just stops.  Still unconscious, Ed is led to wonder,  “Is it [the hair] like a plant in the soil?  What goes out of the soil?  The soul?  And when does the hair realize that it’s gone?”  In fact, hair seems almost to symbolize of the human condition as Ed is inclined to understand it.  That is, hair is something that keeps on growing endlessly and purposelessly, requiring the existence of barbers to cut it back, to shape it, and to dispose of the shaggy waste.  Hair is living stuff that does not have a life of its own. Moreover, human vanity being what it is, it is the barber’s job to coif a person’s hair into one of various fashionable configurations.  In defiance of the silent, inexorable, unruly growth of hair, barbers give haircuts (e.g., the Flat Top, the Executive Contour, and the Duck Butt) that express, within a narrow and stereotyped semiotics, the vacuous self-images of their clients.  In MWWT, the women tend to go in for ridiculously constructed hats that top them off in a similar way.
  


In a particularly eccentric scene, Doris is taking a bath and Ed stands leaning on the bathroom door, smoking.  There is no overt interaction in speech or gesture between the two until Doris asks Ed to shave her legs.  Without uttering a word, Ed fetches the razor, soaps up her lower legs, and carefully and expertly does as she has asked.  We see the shaved hairs fall like splinters into the bathwater. Despite the general chilliness of their interaction, there is also the hint that it has some shared significance between them.  After the shaving is finished, Doris shares Ed’s cigarette with him and says with a placid smile, “Love ya, honey.”  Later in the film, we learn that they have not performed together what Ed refers to as “the sex act” for many years.  However, one gets the impression that this little episode of leg shaving has for them a kind of distanced but comfortable intimacy that takes the place of more conventional lovemaking.  If this is right, it says something about the attachment between Ed and Doris, a topic to which I will return in due course.


So Ed and Doris don’t have sex, and they don’t have children either.  In a later scene, Ed and Doris go to a picnic in honor of Doris’ cousin Gina who has just been married.  Ed and Doris are characteristically disgruntled about the social occasion.  Ed says, “Doris didn’t much feel like going, and I didn’t either, but, like she said, we had a Commitment [capitalization in the script].”  Doris, whose family is Italian, says, “I hate wops!” and she adds, “You didn’t have to grow up with them.  Family! Boy!”  This dim view of family life and its Commitments is born out by what we see of the inauspicious gathering.  In the movie, Frankie is the explicit advocate of the importance of family ties, and he is specially featured in the scene.  His behavior is cheerful, frenetic and repugnant. He delights the raucous, squealing children who dominate the gathering by riding bronco-style upon an enormous hog.  After the pig ride, the young boys of the family take part in a revolting pie-eating contest, and Frankie is persuaded to join in.  At the signal to start, the contestants all plunge their faces into the pies and devour them ravenously. Frankie wins the contest face down, so to speak, and, drunk before the contest began, he caps his victory by retching miserably behind a tree.    

One of Doris’ older female relatives cannot even remember what Ed’s name is, and she obnoxiously demands of Doris, “So, how come you got no kids?”  This exchange is chilly and unpleasant, but Doris herself is hardly more pleasant to the new bride.  “Congratulations Gina,” she says sourly, “It’s so goddam wonderful… Life is so goddam wonderful, you almost won’t believe it….  It’s just a goddam bowl of cherries, I’m sure…  Congratulations on your goddam cherries.”  The pretext of family affection and conviviality is shallow.  Rather the occasion is hostile and even sordid, consisting mostly of a mutually tolerated social belligerence among the kinfolks.  Although it is Doris who mostly voices the negative sentiments on the subject of one’s commitment to relatives, she and Ed are surely one on this point. So, sex, marriage, and family are pretty repellant to them both, and religion apparently fares no better.  Ed has told us earlier, “Doris wasn’t big on divine worship…and I doubt if she believed in life everlasting: she’s most likely tell you that our reward is on this earth, and bingo is probably the extent of it…”  Ed, by contrast, doesn’t even like the bingo.


The opaque relationship between Ed and Birdy Abundas (Scarlett Johansson), the teenage daughter of an alcoholic local lawyer, might seem to require some qualification here concerning Ed’s sentiments toward love and sex.  After all, Birdy is an extremely attractive young woman in whom Ed takes an intense proprietary interest.  However, the brief sub-plot is hard to construe.  However, I am inclined to take Ed’s actions toward her as chiefly having the non-sexual motivation he assigns them.  First, as circumstances close down on him, he is moved by the thought of her youth and his sense of what life might potentially bring her in the future. Second, what most immediately attracts him to her is her ‘beautiful’ playing of classical piano. Third, he also seems to be taken by her apparent All-American innocence and her candid trust in him.  On both of these last two scores, Ed is under an illusion, and he is seriously out of touch with both the music and the musician.  It really is a symptom of Ed’s broad estrangement from genuine manifestations of human emotion that he can listen to Birdy’s playing and suppose that she has any noteworthy musical talent.  As Monsieur Carcanogues, the foremost San Francisco piano teacher, has to explain to him, Birdy, with sufficient practice, can learn to hit the right notes, but her playing is utterly devoid of emotion or the expression of anything significant ‘inside’ her. Indeed, there is probably not much ‘inside’ for her to express.  (The films viewer, it seems to me, is meant to recognize immediately the vacant character of Birdy’s playing and to grasp the minor pathos of Ed’s illusion on this score.)  Carcanogues says, “She ztinks…Someday, I think, maybe, she make a very good typist.”  Naturally, this mode of lacking musical talent, inexpressiveness, is precisely the sort of failing that Ed cannot discern.  

One can certainly understand how the idea of classical music—especially music composed by a deaf composer—would have a kind of profound attraction to him.  The idea promises some kind of aesthetic alternative—some kind of spiritual release--from all the hokum and claptrap that afflicts him.  Ed tells us that he found something listening to Birdy play: “Some kind of escape.  Some kind of peace.” But, whatever solace he may find in listening to her playing, Birdy really has no music in her.  In fact, we learn after the visit to Carcanogues that she is not seriously interested in music anyway.  Moreover, in idealizing Birdy, Ed misses the fact that she is, at a minimum, a pretty normal teenage girl with an interest in boys and smoking and a dim ambition of taking care of animals some day.  Indeed, the incident that causes the car accident after the failed piano audition—her attempt to give him a blowjob on the return drive home--strongly suggests that Birdy’s interest in sex enthusiastically exceeds the norm.  For all of Ed’s glum passiveness and minimal emotional life, he does have an aspiration for self-improvement.  He plainly hopes that Creighton’s dry cleaning scheme will strengthen his economic status, and he anticipates, it seems to me, that Birdy and her music will elevate his spiritual life.  The visit to the music teacher and the car accident afterwards brings his expectations concerning her to an abrupt end.


It would be implausible, I suppose, to think of Birdy as a femme fatale in MWWT, but it is amusing to consider the fact that she is the woman whose façade of deceptive attractiveness seduces the protagonist into illusion and eventual catastrophe.  Of course, the seductive attractions in film noir do not usually consist in a brand of well-mannered, female insouciance combined with a less than modest talent for the piano.  And normally, the illusory desire of the male is not focused on shepherding the woman’s envisaged national career at the keyboard.  Certainly, the man’s culminating disillusionment does not consist in learning that the woman is much less interested in instrumental music than in oral sex.  The pattern of attraction, seduction, and shattering revelation here is decidedly non-standard, but still it may represent the darkness of romantic infatuation as it occurs in the Humpty Dumpty setting of this Coen brothers’ film.        
Almost killed in the crash, Ed has a bizarre near death experience.  As he explains in voice-over, “Time slows down right before an accident, and I had time to think about things.”  While he is unconscious after the crash, he has a dream in which Doris, in effect, comes back from death and revisits him in their home.
   The dream, it seems to me, has a kind of emblematic significance, and it conveys something crucial about the emotional structure of their relationship.
  It represents, I believe, some of the ‘thinking about things’ that the accident induces in Ed. Very briefly, the dream unfolds as follows.  Ed is sitting on the front porch of their house on Napa Street, when he notices a man inspecting his driveway and seeming to take some notes.  It emerges that the stranger is a door-to-door salesman who is selling Macadam tar for resurfacing driveways.  He begins to make a sales pitch for the tar treatment, and, although Ed mildly demurs, Ed seems unable to extricate himself from the increasingly aggressive pitch.  It is at this juncture that Doris drives up, gets out of her car, and asks the salesman what he is selling.  Just as he begins to respond to her, she snatches his brochure, tears it up, and snarls, “Get lost!”  The salesman flees from this attack, and Doris turns and stalks grumpily into the house.  Ed follows her inside, and he sits on the sofa in the living room, listening to the clinking of ice cubes as Doris, in the kitchen, fixes her first drink of the night.  She joins him in the living room with her drink, and they sit together on the sofa staring impassively ahead.  As the screenplay tersely puts it, “She sips.  He puffs.”  After a moment, he ventures a hesitant, “Doris…?”, but she cuts him off with, “Nah, don’t say anything.  I’m all right.”  They continue sitting together, smoking and drinking in the fading afternoon light.

The scene, in its context, is very peculiar, and it can seem gratuitous.  But, for one thing, it is the point at which the movie’s narration begins to depict directly subjective or subjectively inflected episodes from Ed’s retrospective narrative.  As noted above, the cinematic narration of MWWT follows Ed’s epistemic point of view throughout.  The viewer consistently accompanies Ed, and the visual information that the viewer acquires thereby corresponds to visual information available to Ed.  Before the accident, this visual information is transparent information about the ‘objective’ world of the film.  After the accident, the narrational strategy changes, and the epistemic status of several of the culminating scenes is significantly ambiguous: either they depict Ed’s fantasies or, at least, they are subjectively inflected in a major way.  We will discuss some of this subjective inflection shortly.  In any case, it is no accident that, in these episodes, the imagery of and references to alien invasion move into prominence.   

So, the onset of this modulation into more subjective cinematic narration is introduced by Ed’s dream of Doris’s return. Moreover, as mentioned above, the pattern of the action in this dream of his strikes me as a paradigmatic instance of the personal connection between the Cranes.  Even in the privacy of his ‘bungalow,’ Ed is accosted by still another bullshit artist: the Macadan tar salesman in this instance.  Ed is dismayed by this new eruption of bullshit but doesn’t know how to deal with it.  However, Doris, always the more active and socially effective of the two, dispatches the salesman immediately.  In effect, she protects her husband from the unwanted assault, and, as I read the scene, when they settle down afterwards on the sofa, they stolidly acknowledge the significance of what has just occurred and the implicit bond that exists between them.  Measured in terms of all the usual parameters, Ed and Doris’ marriage seems bleak.  And, in fact, it is pretty bleak, but, as the scene reminds us, their relationship serves certain basic needs and purposes for each of them.  For one thing, they offer one another a certain level of tacit understanding and practical complicity. 

This scene should be linked with the scene, discussed earlier, in which Ed shaves Doris’ leg in the bathtub.  No doubt, this is a pathetic instance of physical intimacy between a man and his wife, but, the scene, especially when it is re-viewed in terms of what we eventually learn about the two of them, suggests that there is a bizarre, reserved but harmonious accord that each feels for the other.  After the ghastly family picnic, Doris has passed out drunk, and Ed carries her from their car and puts her into bed.  As he stands there watching her sleep, he begins to reflect upon the way that they met and got married.  These reflections are interrupted by a phone call from Big Dave who summons Ed to meet him at Nerdlinger’s, and it is during the meeting that Ed stabs Big Dave.  After the murder, Ed goes back home to Doris and resumes his contemplation of her sleeping form.  In the first of these voice-overs, Ed says, “I’d met Doris blind on a double-date with a loudmouthed buddy of mine…  At the end of the night she said she liked it I didn’t talk to much.”  In the second part of these voice-over reflections, he continues:

ED:  …it was only a couple of weeks after we met that Doris suggested getting married.  I said, Don’t you wanna get to know me more?  She said, Why, does it get any better?  She looked at me like I was a dope, which I’ve never really minded from her.  And she had a point, I guess.  We knew each other as well then as now…Anyway, well enough.

Thus, certain basic terms of the relationship have been established from the outset.  There is no expectation on either side that a lot of words are to be exchanged between them, and, beyond that, there is no idea of reaching some depth of psychological or spiritual comprehension.  In fact, there may not be a lot to grasp on either side, but the knowledge that they have of each other is, he informs us, sufficient for getting on in the marriage.  The knowledge that they have serves them ‘well enough.’


Ed’s outlook on the world has a certain curious trajectory in the course of the movie.  After Big Dave’s murder, Ed begins to express his sense of having some special grasp of some larger pattern in his life.  Looking out of his car at a band of anonymous pedestrians in the street, he says, “All [the people he sees] going about their business.  It seemed like I new a secret…something none of them knew…  …Like I had made it to the outside, somehow, and they were all still struggling, way down below.”  Notice that Ed’s privileged outlook is here described in terms of constituting a view for him from ‘up above.’  This notion of his that he is acquiring the capacity to see things from a distanced and higher position comes to be more and more articulated.  As it does, Ed also comes to associate this new superior perspective with the point of view that the invaders from outer space would naturally enjoy.  During the same period, Ed progressively acquires the sense that he is disappearing from the world.  Somewhat later he announces, “I was a ghost walking down the street… I was a ghost: I didn’t see anyone; no one saw me…I was the barber.”  These patterns reach a partial culmination in his near death experience. After the car accident, we see a hubcap spinning in slow motion down the road and over an embankment.  From the spinning hubcap, we cut to a very high shot looking down into the car and showing Ed who is lying unconscious at the wheel.  The camera booms down closer and closer to Ed’s face until the face itself blurs out and the blurry shape that supercedes it starts spinning away, a bright revolving disc moving off into the darkness.  It looks for everything like a flying saucer disappearing into distant space.  It is a fade in from this image that takes us into Ed’s dream about Doris’s coming home.  

I have already explained why I think that this scene encapsulates for Ed and for us the essence of the Crane’s togetherness.  The shot of the receding alien spacecraft enigmatically connects Ed’s experience with the presence, real or imagined, of the visiting creatures from outer space.  Moreover, at the end of the scene, the saucer-like white form reappears in Ed’s field of vision as he recovers consciousness, but it resolves itself into the light-reflecting disk on the visor of the doctor who is peering down into his eyes.  In several of the concluding scenes, it becomes unclear whether what we are seeing are supposed to be mysterious but real events or the products of the fantasies of Ed’s last days on Earth.     

For example, Ed is in prison waiting for his execution when he has what seems to be another dream.  In the dream (or whatever it is), Ed hears the mysterious treble hum of the spacecraft, and the doors of his cell and the outer doors of the prison inexplicably open up. Ed wanders out into the prison yard, and he is almost blinded by an intense searchlight glaring down into his eyes, and we see, as he does, what is unquestionably a flying saucer hovering above the walls.  The spaceship has the rather tacky look that is familiar from low budget 50’s sci-fi movies.  The saucer is motionless except for a slight wobbling movement and the rotation of it upper deck.  As we see Ed walking out of the prison, we hear him say in voice-over, “But now all the disconnected things seem to hook up.”  Staring blankly at the saucer above him, Ed simply gives his characteristic and inscrutable nod--nodding as if he were acquiescing in something that the spaceship has somehow communicated to him. In any case, this is the beginning of Ed’s ultimate epiphany—the heightened perspective on his life that he thinks that he has finally achieved. An instant later, he goes on (continuing in voice-over) to explain:

ED: …Well, it’s like pulling away from a maze.  While you’re in the maze you go through willy-nilly, turning where you think you have to turn, banging into the dead ends, one thing after another…But get some distance on it, and all those twists and turns, why, they’re the shape of your life.  It’s hard to explain…  …But seeing it whole gives you some peace.

Completing this little speech, he turns and goes back to his cell.  

Plainly no break from prison is envisaged here, but only the dawning of a new sense of spiritual release.  We should be careful not to equate Ed’s final perspective with some sort of religious epiphany.  Earlier in the movie, it’s been established that he and Doris regard all that as crap, and here he seems to imagine his release as a matter of being taken away by the space invaders.  Of course, Ed has been an enigma throughout the film, and he remains an enigma at the end. Indeed, his rather touching final perspective is profoundly enigmatic as well.  What is the significant configuration of these events that he takes himself to discern?  Perhaps, Freddie Riedenschneider’s final remarks to the jury at Ed’s trial gives us our best hermeneutic advice on this point.  Freddie affirms to the jury that Ed’s case exhibits “…the chaos of a work of modern art,” and Ed reports that the lawyer “… told them to look not at the facts but at the meaning of the facts, and then he said that the facts had no meaning.”  But whether Freddie is actually right about this or not, Ed, in the end, comes to suppose otherwise.

Here, in any event, is what Ed relates us about his perspective, as he enters the execution chamber and seats himself in the electric chair.

ED (in voice over):  …I don’t know where I’m being taken.  …I don’t know what waits for me, beyond the earth and sky.  But I’m not afraid to go.  …Maybe the things I don’t understand will be clearer there, like when a fog blows away…  …Maybe Doris will be there.  …And maybe there I can tell her…all those things…they don’t have words for here.

Now, much of this concluding speech sounds a lot like conventional movie stuff—the summary philosophical reflections of the condemned film noir protagonist before his death.  In fact, these words may well be the last that Ed has penned on commission for the tabloid men’s magazines that he have paid him for a rendering of his final thoughts and feelings.  In his cell, we see scattered samples of the tacky confessional genre to which he has committed to contribute.  They include: in Stalwart magazine, the story, “After 10 years of married life…I discover I am escaped lunatic,” and in another tabloid, The Unheard-of, the tale, “I was abducted by aliens.” So, maybe we are supposed to think that his final voice-over speech is only a culminating burst of sub-literary baloney.  Maybe, we are to conclude that the whole surprisingly loquacious voice-over narration has been nothing more than some type of fictionalizing bullshit itself.   

I don’t believe, however, that this is the irony intended. More likely is the irony that Ed’s weird narration, which fictionally we know to give the truth of the affair, will appear in the tabloids and then effectively get lost in the garbage heaps of lurid, trashy journalism.  His honest words will be engulfed within the predominating tide of bullshit.  Given the patterns in the movie that I have traced out at some length, these words, whatever the conventional character of their content and rhetoric, do complete some of the motifs I have emphasized in the course of this discussion.  First, there is the hope that, when he is taken away, he will escape the debasing effects on thought and speech of the all- encompassing posturing and pretense.  He hopes that he will finally be able to find words that allow him to say important things he cannot express on earth.  Second, there is the hope that Doris will be with him in the new place, and that he will be able to tell her, specifically, what he has not been able to say before.  Presumably, some of this would concern his thoughts and feelings for her.  It would concern the significance of the muted connection with which they have lived together and about which, by mutual agreement, they have hitherto been silent.  The fact that Ed’s last musings includes this wish to be with Doris underscores, I believe, the point that their marriage, however estranged and cheerless it has seemed, has involved some kind of alienated unity between them. 

The epistemic status of the culminating scene in the execution chamber is particularly perplexing.  It depicts the last moments before Ed’s electrocution, but it mixes some elements, realistic in its film noir terms with a setting that is thoroughly and eccentrically infused with the science fiction motif.
  On the one hand, the chamber contains what looks like a 1940’s electric chair, and the executioners are wearing contemporary garb.  But, on the other hand, the chamber itself is quite fantastic.  It is an elegant circular space of spare, futuristic design.  The room is uniformly and intensively lit, and the walls are made out of some glossy, slick, white material.  As a result, the preparations for the execution take place in an almost blinding whiteness. Cut into one of the walls of the chamber, there is a thin, long rectangular window in front of an observation room for official spectators of the electrocution. Although the figures behind the observation window look like typical (male) citizens of Santa Rosa, they also have the frozen guise of aliens who are embodied in human forms.  Each of them looks out through the window with a fixed and inexpressive stare, as if the execution about to take place is an event that they can only register with mesmerized, vacuous attention.  These witnesses are also dressed in conventional business suits, and each man has had his hair coiffed rigidly into one of the snappy styles that Ed and Frankie’s shop has featured, but their immobile postures and blank demeanors are unquestionably spooky. So, this execution chamber looks as if it were the central inner compartment of a flying saucer.  It is as if Ed is being readied for a take-off as the denizens of the spacecraft observe his reactions.  

At the same time, the electric chair is a sinister double of a barber’s chair, a point that is emphasized when Ed is given a final shave after he has been seated in the chair.  That is, a patch of hair from his leg is shaved, invoking the earlier scene in which Ed, with gentler aims, had shaved Doris’s leg in the bathtub.  So, the room, in its gleaming, antiseptic whiteness also seems like a kind of dead end barbershop for the doomed.  The barber is himself being barbered and will shortly be barbecued, while the event is monitored by creatures that look as if they might be replicants of his former customers.  Thus, Ed’s past and his possible future are both implicitly present in this glistening room where he will die.  The effect is very odd.

So, what are we seeing in this extraordinary scene?  Is Ed in an execution chamber or a flying saucer?  And who are the observers behind the window?  Are they creatures from outer space or are they human beings who are so removed from any natural sentiment or concern with Ed that they sit there like manikins in a Nerlinger window display?    Maybe, the point is just that there is no notable difference between interterrestials who have assumed human bodies and ‘genuine’ humans who, in their complete emotional vacuity, are as alarming as any possible invader from another planet?  

And what is the epistemic status of the shots in this last scene? Is this really supposed to be a believable California execution chamber in 1947?
  Even allowing for the extent of stylization in this movie, this is surely not the case. Or, are we seeing Ed’s execution in a manner that reflects his own fantasy driven perception of where he is and what is happening to him?  Are these final shots subjectively inflected by his visual imagination as he experiences his imminent death as a liberating take-off in a flying saucer?   Since the movie has progressively veered into more frequently deploying segments that depict, directly or indirectly, the contents of Ed’s mind, it may be that this trajectory in the visual narration of MWWT reaches its intensely subjective culmination in the present scene.  Or, finally, does the scene construct an elaborate visual metaphor put forward at the conclusion by the Coen brothers to foreground, meld, and summarize the elements of film noir plot and science fiction imagery that they have interwoven in their film?  Is it their vision of Ed’s execution that is here figuratively embodied and affirmed? Actually, I doubt that we have grounds for choosing between these last two alternatives.   In the final third of the movie, as the story becomes more and more fantastic, it is more and more difficult to be sure what sort of reality is being offered to us on the screen.  It is probably impossible to resolve the issue when we arrive at these closing shots of the film, and it probably doesn’t matter much what we decide. It does matter that the movie ends by making a transition into some new epistemic plane. 


In his final voice-over declaration, Ed says he hopes to find Doris in the life beyond.  Should we conclude from this and other evidence that Ed loves Doris after all?  Actually, I think this is a lousy question.  In film noir, the central sexual/romantic relationship is almost always too ambiguous and tortured to fit or fail to fit the concept of ‘love’ very well.  In MWWT, on the other hand, Ed and Doris’s relationship is too ambiguous and inert to classify in terms of ‘love’ either.  Nevertheless, as I indicated above, we are led to understand that their marriage has rested on a certain crucial cohesion between them.  Perhaps we can say that their relationship is meant to offer an instance of what a merely ‘companionate marriage’ could amount to under conditions of maximal alienation and repression on both sides.  Husband and wife support and protect each other in the face of outside forces of manipulation, duplicity, and violence, and, above all, in the face of unremitting bullshit.  Moreover, they understand quite well that this is so. Of course, their relationship is categorically not a Miltonic marriage whose ideal is a “meet and happy conversation” between the partners.  This couple does not go in much for conversation of any sort.  But really, that seems to be a key part of the point.  The Cranes have coped with their odious lives in sunny Santa Rosa by establishing a tacit solidarity, and there hasn’t been any great need to talk about it. 

                                                                          George Wilson

                                                              University of Southern California   
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�  Smriti Mundhra, “Interview with Joel Cohen,” FilmForce. November 2, 2001, � HYPERLINK "http://filmforce.ign.com" ��http://filmforce.ign.com�.  Reprinted in The Coen Brothers Interviews, ed. by William Rodney Allen (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2006). p. 189.   





� In the interview cited in fn. 4, Joel Cohen explains the purpose of adding science fiction elements as follows:  “We were interested in the whole idea of post-war anxiety, you know, atom bombing anxiety and the existential dread you see in ‘50’s movies, which curiously seems appropriate now.”  See p. 189 in the reprinted version.  But, Coen’s  purported explanation is not very helpful.  Frankie notes a story about the first Russian test explosion of the A-bomb in the newspaper, and Anne Nerdlinger, Big Dave’s wife, is unquestionably paranoid about attacks from flying saucers.  Nevertheless, anxiety about these matters and other contemporary objects of dread do not play a major role in motivating the actions of the central characters.  Coen may be describing an aspect of the tone of the film, but he doesn’t account for the specific role of the ‘science fiction elements’ in the last third of the story.   





�  In an interview, Billy Bob Thornton says, “For this movie, I didn’t try to look like Bogart.  I was thinking more about Frank Sinatra.” Gerald Perry interview with Joel and Ethan Cohen, Boston Phoenix, November 2001, reprinted in the collection by Allen (p. 161).  Especially if Thornton is thinking of the Sinatra of the forties, one sees his point.  However, it is a pretty worn and haunted version of the young Sinatra.





� Doris, who kills herself, dies from hanging.  So her death is caused by still another injury to the throat.  I’m not sure what to make of this.  She is not among the paradigmatic bullshit artists in the movie.  However, I believe it is important that she has chosen to silence herself, but her specific motives for doing so are difficult to construe. 





� Freddie is in the lineage of shyster lawyers in film noir.  Three well-known antecedents are Arthur Keats (Hume Cronyn) in The Postman Always Rings Twice (Tay Garnett, 1946) Fred Barrett (Leon Ames) in Angel Face (Otto Preminger, 1952), and George Grisby (Glenn Anders) in The Lady from Shanghai  (Orson Welles, 1947).  It seems likely that the grotesque courtroom scene in the last of these movies had some influence on the courtroom scenes in MWWT.





� Outrageous bullshitters are a staple of Coen brothers’ movies.  It appears to be their view that Los Angeles produces a huge crop of them.  See Barton Fink (1991), The Big Lebowski (1998), and Intolerable Cruelty (2003).  Nevertheless, their others films make it amply plain that fortunately they don’t suppose that bullshit artists are endemic only to the state of California.





�  His hope of being re-united with Doris is expressed again in the closing words of his voice-over narration.  This hope is important, and I will return to Ed’s closing words and some questions they raise in the last part of the essay.





�  These are the well-known opening lines of Frankfurt’s essay. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), p. 1.  In the following, I have relied a good deal on Frankfurt’s elaboration of the concept of ‘bullshit’ without attempted to spell out the details of his account. 





� Chris Grau has made the striking suggestion to me that Heidegger’s discussion of ‘Gerede’ (usually translated as ‘idle talk’ or ‘idle chatter’) in Being and Time is of particular relevance in this connection.  The discussion occurs on pp. 211-14 of the translation by John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New York and Evanston: Harper & Row, 1962).  The concept of ‘idle chatter,’ for Heidegger, seems to include bullshit (roughly as Frankfurt understands the notion), although it may be significantly wider in its application.  Moreover, the ubiquitous character of idle talk is held to be similar in its deleterious effects on the human psyche.  At least, it’s bad for our relationship to Dasein.  This topic deserves much more extensive investigation. 





� J.P. Telotte, Voices in the Dark: The Narrative Patterns of Film Noir (Urbana and Champagne: University of Illinois Press, 1989).  The first quote is on pp. 27-8 and the second on p.30. 





�  Telotte’s book is quite well known, and it came out in 1989.  So, it is possible they knew the work and the key thesis I have sketched.





� See especially the women in the jury at Ed’s trial. Anne Nerdlinger’s veiled chapeau, during nighttime visit to Ed, is particularly bizarre.





�  Although I think this is most plausibly taken as Ed’s dream or fantasy, it could be a memory of some incident in their past.  It would not significantly effect my interpretation here if that were so. 





�  This scene is a good example of what I rather hamhandedly dub ‘a rhetorical figure of narrational instruction’ in Narration in Light (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), p. 49.  That is, it is a scene or segment that exemplifies and foregrounds a structure of narrative or narration that is re-iterated and elaborated within the wider context of the movie.  It thereby offers the audience some ‘instruction’ as to how the film may hang together in surprising ways.    





� It is worth comparing Ed and Doris’s marriage with the much warmer but still muted marriage of the Gunderson’s in Fargo. See, for instance, the discussion of the relationship between the Gunderson’s on the concluding pages, pp. 290-91, of George Toles marvelous essay, “Obvious Mysteries in Fargo,” in A House Made of Light: Essays on the Art of Film (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2001). Toles is more broadly concerned with the way in which the Coen brothers work their way to a positive affirmation of human value within the intricate structures of irony that they deploy in Fargo.  The structures are quite different in MWWT and the values affirmed are different as well, but much that Toles says in his analysis is highly instructive in relation to the later movie.    


 


� The row of lights on the ceiling of the hallway outside his cell looks like a series of little flying saucers. When, in the very end, he walks along that hallway to the room that holds the electric chair, they guide him down the pathway to his execution. 





�  In point of fact, the state of California has never used the electric chair in executions. 





