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Old Joy
Sunday, April 3, 3:00 p.m.

2007, 76 mins. 35 mm print source: Kino International.
Directed and edited by Kelly Reichardt. Produced by Lars Knudsen, Neil Kopp, Anish Savjani and Jay Van Hoy. Written by Reichardt and Jon Raymond, based on the story by Raymond. Photographed by Peter Sillen. Music by Yo La Tengo. 
Principal cast: Daniel London (as Mark), Will Oldham (as Kurt), Tanya Smith (Tanya).

Director’s Statement, by Kelly Reichardt:
In the summer of 2004 the presidential campaign was in full swing. The war in Iraq still seemed like a good idea to at least half of America, and the US government’s attempts to squelch dissent included incidents as far reaching as arresting an Albany resident for refusing to take off his PEACE ON EARTH t-shirt while shopping in a mall. I was driving cross-country with my dog Lucy, listening to Christian radio… when I received a short story from my friend Jon Raymond called Old Joy, a minimalist story of friendship that captured all the feeling of loss and alienation that everyone in my world seemed to be grappling with….

When I got back to New York, I showed the script to Pete Sillen, who jumped right in and agreed to shoot the film. Soon after, I went to hear Jon do a reading of Old Joy… and all through the reading I kept picturing Will Oldham in the scenes. I sent Will the book and we spent the next couple of months deciding which character he should play - it’s hard to imagine now but he felt drawn equally to both roles. Will tried to hook me up with some of his very Kurt-like friends to play that part, but they were all either living in vans or didn’t have phones and were ultimately too Kurt-like to nail down.

That winter Pete and I visited Bagby Hot Springs in Oregon’s Cascade Mountains and did a test shoot… [Finally], we found Daniel London, clearly Mark. And that was that... In May I moved out to Oregon to start setting up the film. By June we had our crew of six. Daniel and Will met for the first time the day before shooting began. We shot for ten days in and around the Portland and Mount Hood areas of Oregon. With a fifty page script there was room to expand, so if the spirit moved them, Daniel and Will were free to improvise. We used Pete’s little A-minama camera with 200 foot loads and since most of the story takes place outside in the daylight we were able to avoid getting bogged down with a ton of equipment. Our producer found a church retreat up in the mountains and we rented a couple of cabins. I kept imagining the making of Exile on Main Street, in the sense of a small group going off and holing up together in a beautiful setting, all focused on this one project. I think the intimate approach we took to making the film comes through in the film itself. The challenge with this kind of filmmaking is turning all the limitations into something that works in your favor, something that adds to the frailty of the story itself.

“A Journey Through Forests and a Sense of Regret” by Manohla Dargis, The  New York Times, September 20, 2006:

There are roughly 90 viewing days left till Christmas. By that point most of the big studio movies will have opened for the consideration of the paying public and Academy Award voters, and untold numbers of words will have been spilled about the same handful of serviceable or perhaps even brilliant films of the sort that dominate the discourse every fall. Odds are that none of those contenders will capture the tenor of these difficult times with more sensitivity or greater attention to beauty than Kelly Reichardt’s Old Joy, a triumph of modesty and of seriousness that also happens to be one of the finest American films of the year.

Based on a short story by Jonathan Raymond, who wrote the screenplay with Ms. Reichardt, the film tracks two old friends, Mark (Daniel London) and Kurt (Will Oldham), as they drive out of Portland, Ore., one day and into a strained reunion. As Mark, who’s about to become a father, drives, and Kurt keeps the pot pipe going, they talk about old times, burning up memories and miles. They lose their way, the sun sinks, they set up camp. The next morning, they hike deep into the woods, where they find the professed reason for their getaway, a natural hot spring. There, amid the bubbling water and gentle whirs and hums of the forest, one of the friends struggles to recover something that had gone lost, namely a sense of the other.

Much like Ms. Reichardt’s first feature, River of Grass (1995), about a young woman who dreams of escaping her dreary life by going on the lam, Old Joy briefly borrows the conventions of the road movie while keeping its romance safely at bay. Quintessentially if not exclusively American, the road movie often involves a flight to freedom, however illusory the freedom and truncated the trip. In River of Grass the woman ends her journey on a congested freeway, another gerbil spinning her wheels. Her desire for something more, some transcendence out of her ordinary existence, gives River of Grass a bittersweet tang. Ten years later, and Ms. Reichardt has little sweetness left for Old Joy.
What she does have in great supply are beauty and feeling, which is why this trip isn’t the bummer it might seem. Ms. Reichardt answers the deep current of sorrow that runs through the film and the lingering sense of regret that hangs over the men with one pristinely framed image after another. Working with her cinematographer, Peter Sillen, she offers up a world of enchantments that, along with Kurt’s fumbling confessions of friendship, create a counter-narrative to despair. Garbage mars the woods, but here too there are canopies of soaring trees and a luxuriously unhurried slug. The deeper the men walk into the forest, accompanied only by Mark’s dog, the more they recede into the surrounding green, until they become part of the larger picture, not its centerpiece.

There is a universal aspect to this story about memory and loss, and how we use the past to take refuge from the present. You can’t go home again; sometimes, you can’t even share a bowl of pot the way you once did. Yet if Mark and Kurt’s excursion resembles any number of classic adventures across time and space, the film is also insistently about this specific moment in time and space. Namely, an America in which progressive radio (actually, snippets from Air America) delivers the relentless grind of bad news that Mark can only listen to without comment and with a face locked in worry, a face on which Ms. Reichardt invites us to project the shell shock, despair and hopelessness of everyone else listening in across the country.

At one point during their travels, Kurt tells Mark a meandering story that begins with a trip to a store to buy a notebook and ends with a scene from a dream. In his dream a woman gives Kurt a hug and tells him that “sorrow is nothing but worn-out joy.” It’s a sentiment befitting Wordsworth, whose description of poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquility” finds perfect cinematic expression in a stunningly moving close-up of Mark’s open, surprised and now-joyful face as he listens to Kurt…
All journeys come to an end, and Mark and Kurt’s brings the friends almost full circle, back to the same city street where they met up. It’s an unceremonious parting, absent any of the warmth that surfaced during their hot-spring idyll. From the way Kurt looks at Mark, it seems clear he knows there won’t be another reunion. From the way Mark automatically switches on the car radio and its drone (“the uncertainty about the future”), it’s just as evident that only one traveler went anywhere. Joy wears out naturally for some people; others use it up. That Ms. Reichardt chooses to end her film with an image of Kurt, out in the streets and alive to the world, suggests that he hasn’t given up on it, and neither has she.
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