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POCKET HOVIE

Dead Space
Vicente Rodriguez-Ortega on Dead Man

Dead Msn opens wih the sound and mage of fhe
technological beast: the railroad, Iramediately, William
Blake's (Johnny Depp) disoriented face stares at the
spectator. Me sits shyly in a train car, tonking around, iost
& space he does not recognize as his own, Clad in
Eastern clothes, he travels from Cleveland, Ohio, o the
Western city of "Machine”—at the end of the rairoad ling—
to 8 an accounting position at kinson Metalworks, The
sequence 18 punctuated wath a seres of fade Jouts,
recurrent shiots of the tramn’s wheeis and s
symipolic bmages that mark the transition from
West: a destroyed  wagon, the Rocky Mountamns, an
abandoned “Indan” camp, a deserted Monument Valiey,
Suddenly, Blake sees himself surrcunded by a bunch of
bearded buffalo hunters sdefiantly waving their Winchester
riffes. Ney Young's eere guitar score heightens an UNCanty
sense of discomfort. The irain’s coal shoveler (Crispin
Glover) strikes up a conversation with Blake and annou
the lack of value in the whtten word—0Dickmson’s tetter
the heliish world be is antering. He 1 describes with
visionary accuracy the scenano  of death Blake  will
encounter in the end of the narrative, Blake is stigmatized
as a "Oead Man” by the very act aof embarking West.
Suddenly, the thundercus sound of rifle bullets interrupts
thewr conversation. The hunters are slaughtering huffaio
from the tram even though they will never profit from the
animals” death. They kil as a mere distraction,

After a fade to black, the tram arrives at “Machine,” an
industrial pandemoniem ded by buffalo carcasses,
coffing, mud, pissing horses, wandering pigs, a prostitute
Howing a gunshinger i the open streef, and a wary-looking

lady desperately cradling her baliy. The giganiic chimney of
the Dickinson Metalworks factory, vomiting a gotumn ot

smoke, ooms over the town,

Jarmusch sets bt straight from the very beginming: Dead
Man is a Western precisely because it /s not. The film
wons  dself  agamst  the  ideological  and  formal
onstructions of the genre. It revisits and revises the
genre’s scenario o transform o aesthetically and re-
avaiuate several of the politically constructed values that
have rendered a fictional world as factual in the making of a
nation—namely, the United States,

It couid be argued that the revisiomst westerns of the earty
sixties and earty Seventies act as precursors of turn-of-the-
ntary  postmodern westerns such as Dead Man. They
srought to the fore a serles of concerns that reacted
against traditionally unproblematic conceptualizations of the
Uoited States. With the anti-hegemonic counter-culture of
the Sixties, the concern for ecology, the dividing shock of
the Vietnam War, and the gquestioning of the political
systent aftar Kennady's assassination—"America had lost its
nocence.”  Dissent  was  freer to proliferate i the
Hollywnod production system than in previcus derades, As
a result, a series of films rewrote the mistory of the
Western—and, therefore, the United States—by redrawing
orevictsly dismissed or repressed voices. Bufch Cassudy
and the Sundance Kid, McCabe and Mrs, Miller, Jeremiah
ohason, and little Big Man are all products of this
hattering moment of national wterrogation and political
conthet. Fdimmakers had not only gained consciousness of
the very formal mechanisms that supported the idea of the
western, they also ained at subverting the set of meanings

http://www reverseshot.com/legacy/dogdays05/deadman1.html

Page 1 of 3

6/6/2011



reverse shot : online : dog days of summer 2005 Page 2 of 3

that accompanied the specific grammar of the genre.

In the iate Seventies and Gighties the production of
westarns dedlined to the pownt that several critics affirmed
the death of the genre, Eewvin Costner's Academy Award-
winning Dances with Wolves brought the genre back fo the
center stage of mamstream production, In addition, other
contamporaneous films explored the possibilities of generic
innovarion or revisiting within the western genre s ke
tone Star, The Baltad of Littte Jo, Unforgiven, Posse, Sminke
Signals, The Quick and the Dead, and Bad Girls focused on
issues of geng and race that had been previcusly
dismisgad ar sitenced. The “repressed” came back with a
voice of their own, and the western has becoms an
alleganical space for political interveation springing from the
margiag,

Cead Man, as a Western, initates and appropriates format
mechanisms and ideotogical valy sf previous works only
to retool them in a complex universe that ams (0 go
beyond them. The monumental fandscape of &
Western is reimagined as a gloomy violence-ery i
man's land” where peopte wander in a futile pursuit to delay
their mnevitable witimate demise. [t acts as an allegorical
space that reflects and rafracts the several manners and
degrees in winch the conguest of the West is rendered as a
sus bratality,  Jarmoasch reworks  the meanders  of
al menory of the Western genre to recuperate those
es  that had been silenced—most remarkably the
natives’ voices—bul  refuses 1o pigeonhole them o a
straight factual fashion. lanmusch's storytelling functions
through the revisting of the past to intervene 1y a present
that has been partly constructed through the myth-to-fact
transformation  performed by Hollywood, apprepriating
several key fropes, icons and formal devices of the western
o rearticuiate them in terms of 1ts radical politics,

Dead  Man defines  the  move  West i terms  of
mdustnahzation and violence. Rather than a push for
civiization and tanung of the widerness {as m the
“Classical Western”) Dead Mao  portrays s  world  of
destruction—of the Native American pre-existent cuitureg
and the fand-—and senseless siaughtering. The “law of the
gun”’ only feads into the repeated butchering of other
fuman Hives for ne other reason than hopeless survival in a
»ortd that has already condeinned the individual to die by
aroovery o nce nside i, The avercoming  of
ficulties and dangers that leads into the final resolution of
anflict and the stabilization of the pioneer’s lifestyle is
anted. Blake will not prevail hut die. The haro aid others
hrough his uitimate sacrifice or learn anything from his
journey. He s already Jdead from the beginning. He will only
tearn to kill, leaving 2 trall of bodies along the way to his
announced death.

After being fatally wounded in "Machine,” Willlam Blake
Warks ore a journay through the woods of the Morthwest
with a Native American named “Nobody(Gary Farmer).
Through their journey, rhey encounter a  series  of
thabitants: & gender-perverted version of the pioneer
family, a couple of twin marshals, a pnest who sealis
afacted Rlankets to natives in an gutpost, and, finaily, a
biraed kitler. In every instance a violent confrontation
ccours. All shootouts are downplayed visually——they happen
as rhough they would not. These mept individuals seem
unable to use the weapons they carry, encouniering death
shrough an out-of-frame bullet they never see coming. As
Jonathan  Rosenbaum  explains 0 s Dead Man BFI
monograph: “Every time someona fires a gun at someone
=lse in this fiim, the gesture s awkward, unheroic, pathetic,
its an act that leaves a mess and is deprived of any
nretense  at  existential  punty, creating a sense  of
ambarrassment and overall discomfort in the viewer that s
the reverse of what ensures from the highly aestheticized
forms of violence that have become de rigueur ever since
the heyday of Arthur Penn and Sam Peckinpah (..) recently
revitalized by Tarantine.”

The final confrontation between Cole Wison  {lLance
Henriksen)—the hired assassin—and Nobody, the climax in
ssical Western or “hyper climax” in the "Spaghett,” is
hown through a high-angle fong shot from Blake's pont of
iew, as his consciousness fades away in the last seconds
of his iffe—it's in slight slow motion, devoid of palpable
drama. Jarmusch  fulfils a Jouble purpose with the
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downplay of this final confrontation: on the one hand, the
film reinforces the overwhelming sanse of unavoidable
death that pervades the whole narrative—~no ane remains
alive--and, on the other, he comphes with the generi
convention of the final shootout batween hero and outlaw
anly to remind the viewer of its utter meaninglessness,

Dead Man critically rejects Leone’s and Peckinpah's viclent
hyper formatism and rvenders the cmematic visions of the
vicious gun-mediated confrontation of the western as a
symptomanc  surface under which occurred the brutal
staughter of natives and the selfish exploitation of the
Westsrn land for profiteering purposes. Furthermore, as
Rosenbaum points gut, Jarmusch positions himself in direct
confrontation with other contemperary filmmakers such as
the Coen Brothers amgd Quentin Tarantino, He renders the
brutality and senselessness  of violence precisely Dy
reyecting the “operatic” and bloody aesthetics that mforms
the work of those fimmakers, Not acadentatly, Cole Wilson,
befare crushing the bald skull of one of the murdered
marshals, states, "It lnoks ke a goddamn religious icon.™
Jarmusch, unitke others, does not utitize viclence to glorify
or aestheticize it but to expose the fip side of the
“America,” the fichional constryct the Western genre
decisively helped 1o construct throughout the 20th century.

In Dead Man, excess axists in relation to the historically
stabifized types of the western genre. Cole Wilson functions
as the archetype of the classical Western's legendary
gunshmger that everyone fears and respeacts, However, we
learn that his legendary status has heen partly achleved
because he “fucked his parents, cooked them, and ats
them.” Later in the story, he shoots one of the hred killers
that accompanies him n his pursuit of Wilham Blake ang
eats him calmly, Jarmusch depicts the killing with an out-
of-frame scund of & gunshot as the image fades to black,
followed by a tong shot of Wilsen devouring what appears
to be a human arm. We contempiate his eating ritual for a
fairly extended period of time. The iegend has become a
canmibal m the same way the culture of the “White Man”
cannibalized and destroyed the pre-existent native cultures,
The “other” viclence of the Western is exposed. The film
takes as a peint of departure the established generic type
to reject Maollywood's teleological world and emphasize the
:enselessness of murder and destruction that informed the
nguest of the West, Dead Man must remain identifiable—
ihie—as 3 Western precisely because it acts as a tool of
torical intervention,

Aim Jarmusch conceprualizes the Western fiim in the
folluwing terms: “kind of an allegorical open form . a fantasy
wortd that America has used to process its own history
through—often  stamping  its  ideology  ali  over £
Understanding Dead Man's episodic narrative and s lack of
usat linking between scenes in allegorical terms, heips o
rame Jarmusch's intervention in the western genre
within a radical version of history that rejects closure and
progress and sides with discontinuily and fragmentation,
Jarmuscit's fiim does not “conceal” a second meaning under
a gifferent surfacs; on the contrary, it blatantly concenes of
an alternative weastern universe, dressing itself as one 10
debunk s defining myths and lay us body bare, Dead Man
takes the “aliegoricat open form™ that Jarmusch defines o
stamp a counter-ideciogy that locates viclent confrontation
and ractal erasure at the centsr of the history of the Unted
ates. As Kent Jones remarks in (ineaste the wide-open
andscape has operated throughout the history of the
tern—even in ihe heyday of the revisionist days—as a
kind of “depahticized” untouched “tabula rasa.” Jarmusch’s
tandscape, on the contrary, s a claustrophobic succession
of sunseiess violence-mediated encounters that lead only 1o
death. In this sense, Robby Miller's cinematography shreds
into pleces the grandioss Meonument Valley lconography
that has dominated throughout the histary of the Western
genre and offers the spectator an alternative umverse in
which “Nobody” has a voice.,
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