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ROBERT Pattinson in David
Cronenberg’s “Cosmopolis.”

PERSPECTIVE

Our most
original
director?

By J. HOBERMAN

Hypnotic or stupefying? “This
is the third time I've seen it, and I
still don’t know if it works,” a col-
league told me as we left a screen-
ing of David Cronenberg’s “Cos-
mopolis.” I totally understand.
The movie is undeniably some-
thing — but what exactly?

Adapted from Don DeLillo’s
stormily received 2003 novel about
a 28-year-old currency speculator,
the billionaire master of animplod-
ing financial universe whose whim-
sical desire for a haircut entails an
entire, day crossing gridlocked
midtown Manhattan via stretch
limo, “Cosmopolis”is an exercisein
constant natter and glacial for-
ward glide —amovie thatlulls even
asit disconcerts.

Critical consensus at Cannes
skewed negative: The Times’ Ken-
neth Turan called “Cosmopolis”
(opening in Los Angeles
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THREE WOMEN ON THE PERI

By NICOLE SPERLING >>> Looking at the movies open
assume these are go-go days for women in cinema.

Actress Zoe Kazan not only stars in the romantic com
Likewise, Rashida Jones co-scripted her latest starring vel
mack. Opening in Los Angeles on Friday is Julie Delpy’s
mantic comedy “2 Days in Paris”; Delpy wrote and direc
complications of falling (and staying) in love and navigatin

A few weeks later, writer-director Leslye Headland v
“Bachelorette,” starring Kirsten Dunst, Lizzy Caplan, Is]
fraught night in New York. And in October, writer-direc
Festival favorite “Middle of Nowhere,” a drama about a L.
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MARRIED COUPLE Mara Brock Akil and Salim Akil have made
television and now hope to score in movies with a remake of the 197
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Cronenberg’s world:
dystopic, futuristic

[Director, from Di]

on Friday) a “static,” “mis-
handled” adaptation of
DeLillo’s novel, further not-
ing that “incredibly” the
strongest performance was
delivered by Robert Pattin-
son, the “Twilight” vampire
heartthrob, here cast as Wall
Street bloodsucker Eric
Packer.

“Cosmopolis” isn’t the
first Cronenberg movie to
flop at Cannes. However
consistent in his themes and
ideas, he seems to work
against expectation.

The 69-year-old Toronto-
born and -based director’s
first movies depicted futur-
istic dystopias, and most of
his subsequent productions,
not least “A Dangerous
Method,” last year’s faux-

genteel period piece, have an
alienated, science-fiction
flavor. “Cosmopolis,” which
gives the not unintentional
impression of doggedly

pushing the viewer 15 min-

utesinto the future a few sec-
onds at a time, makes the
sci-fi element overt.

Sound-proofed and
screen-filled, Packer’s lim-
ousine space capsule has in-
timations of the moon shut-
tle in Stanley Kubrick’s
“2001,” even as the director’s
visual strategies recall those
from two other radical ’60s
films, the discontinuous
zoom of Michael Snow’s
“Wavelength” and the
lengthy traffic jam tracking
shot in Jean-Luc Godard’s
“Weekend.”

Indeed, Cronenberg is

not only Rubrick’s heir as
the most experimental nar-
rative filmmaker at work to-
day but the most provoca-
tive and consistently origi-
nal North American director
ofhis generation.

Granted, Martin Scor-
sese’s quartet of “Mean
Streets,” “Taxi Driver,”
“Raging Bull” and “The King
of Comedy,” all with Robert
De Niro, is an accomplish-
ment without parallel in
post-’60s Hollywood cine-
ma, and, yes, Steven Spiel-
berg is a pop-culture virtuo-
so0 as well as the most influ-
ential commercial movie-
maker of the last 35 years.
But despite his gifts, Scor-
sese has never returned to
his early form while, for all
his ambition, Spielberg’s su-

preme achievements remain
his pure entertainment ma-
chines (“Jaws,” “E.T.,” “Ju-
rassic Park”). Two other
contenders, David Lynch
and Brian De Palma, have
each made brilliant films
(“Blue Velvet,” “Blow Out”),

but more often than not
their experiments have
blown up in the lab; scan-
ning the horizon, the tallest
tree is Paul Thomas Ander-
son.
Cronenberg’s

long consistency

career-
is un-
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“COSMOPOLIS” stars Robert Pattinson (left, with Abdul Ayoola) as a billionaire.

matched. Of the dozen mov-
ies he directed in the course
of the near-three-decade
run that began with “Video-
drome” in 1983, the only clin-
kers have been “Dead Zone”
and “M. Butterfly.” That

[See Director, D7]
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DAVID Cronenberg returns to a favorite subject in
“Cosmopolis” — human interaction with technology.

[Director, from D6]

both were Hollywood pro-
ductions suggests that, like
media theorist Marshall Mc-
T.uhan and the comic gen-
iuses who developed
“SCTV,” Cronenberg ben-
efited from a particular as-
pect of the Canadian condi-
tion — attuned to American
popular culture but neces-
sarily distanced from, and
never entirely immersed in,
it. Unlike a Jim Jarmusch or
Todd Haynes, Cronenbergis

not opposed to the main-
stream but simply outside it.

Along with those Ameri-
can peers who came to cine-
ma in the wake of the French

‘New Wave, Cronenberg be-

gan by making cheap, sub-
versively avant-garde genre
films and, as demonstrated
by two recent commissioned
films, “A History of Vio-
lence,” a hyper-real version
of an early ’50s B-movie
nightmare, and its compan-
ion piece, “Eastern Promis-
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es,” an exotic gangster-fami-
ly drama, he remains a con-
summate genre director —
for whom genre serves as a
sort of Trojan horse.

Coolly understated, save
for its sudden bursts of may-
hem, Cinema Cronenberg
has the knack for evoking
one thing while speaking to
another. Made during the
’70s, his outré cheapsters
“They Came From Within”
and “Rabid” became retro-
spectively prophetic during
the AIDS crisis of the ’80s.

His media satire “Video-
drome,” in which a baleful
TV signal causes James
Woods to develop a VCR-like
cavity in his abdomen, was
followed by aluridly operatic
remake of the ’50s monster
movie “The Fly,” and “Dead
Ringers,” an unnervingly
gender-specific Hitechcock-
ian thriller that cast Jeremy

Irons in the role of twin gy-

necologists; and when, in
1991, Cronenberg unexpect-
edly adapted William Bur-
roughs’ phantasmagoric
“Naked Lunch,” it was clear
that all of his previous,
borderline exploitation
films were savage, visionary

burlesques in the Burroughs
tradition.

Spielberg had already
turned to serious literary
material in making “The
Color ' Purple” and, with
“The Age of Innocence,”
Scorsese soon would as well;
Cronenberg’s adaptations
were distinguished by the
challenge they presented in
adapting them to cinema.
Not a film version of the Bur-
roughs novel, Cronenberg’s
“Naked Lunch” was a fan-
tasy of how the book came to
exist; rather than tackle J.G.
Ballard’s childhood memoir
(the source of Spielberg’s
“Empire of the Sun”), Cro-
nenberg chose to adapt the
novelist’s scabrous, all but
non-narrative “Crash” — a
riff on the notion of “auto-
eroticism” which, dropped
by its distributor and
banned in the U.K., would be
the most controversial Ca-
nadian movie of all time.

The central Cronenber-
gian precept, derived from
McLuhan or, perhaps his
own experience as a film-
maker, is that, increasingly
modified by or merged with
technology, humans are es-
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sentially cyborgs. This is
most comically illustrated
by the biomorphic TV sets of
“Videodrome” and organic
“game ports” of its video
game update “eXistenZ”
and most poignantly dra-
matized by “Crash,” which
imagines our species as vul-
nerable bits of protoplasm
seeking some sort of comfort
in the crevices of a lacerat-
ing, metallic world..

In some respects, “Cos-
mopolis” is “Crash” without
car wrecks. Packer’s limo
functions as a bedroom, if
not a source of sexual excite-
ment, and by modifying sev-
eral scenes, the filmmaker
has made DeLillo’s novel
even more auto-centric.

The movie is also more
alienated — not only in Cro-
nenberg’s digital cinema-
tography, featuring syn-
thesized backgrounds as
disconcerting as Hitch-
cock’s rear-screen projec-
tion, but in his fidelity to his
source material. Panning
DelLillo’s novel, Walter Kirn
wrote that the dialogue
“reads like an unholy col-
laboration between Harold

Pinter and Robby the Ro-.

bot.” That’s exactly how it
plays. The movie’s charac-
ters don’t speak their lines
so much as they are spoken
by them — the protagonistis
a zombie Mark Zuckerberg
trapped inside the game
world Cronenberg invented
in “eXistenZ.”

Over the years, Cronen-
berg has variously posi-
tioned himself as Freudian
and anti-Freudian. In any
case, he shares a common
view that to be human is to
definitely not be the master
of one’s own house. Packer’s
limo may be an elaborately
controlled environment in
which, as an ultimate dem-
onstration of his power, he
brings the world to him —
not just on computer
screens but in person, joined
on his journey by a succes-
sion of doctors and analysts. °

At the same time, the
outsized car that rolls mind-
lessly through the clogged
streets is the “death drive”
made material. It’s even pos-
sible that “Cosmopolis” has
a happy ending in that
Packer finally realizes this.
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