by Pat Aufderheide

aybe the most damn-

ing thing vou can say

about The Big Chill,
a widescreen, upscale (and
unacknowledged) remake of The
Return of the Secaucus Seven,
comes from_the director himself.
Lawrence Kasdan says proudly in
the press information, **I've been
able to make a very personal
film, an unusual thing in
Hollywood, and I've been able
to do it with total creative
freedom.’” Kasdan, a **child of
the "60s"" by way of spending
university yvears 1966-1972 at the
University of Michigan, and
director of Raiders of the Lost
Ark, The Empire Strikes Back
and Body Hear, has made the
movie he wanted to write about
his generation. (He also co-wrote
the script). The pedestrian result
is a devastating comment on his
experience and that of many in
his college cohort. This movie
may not be about your "60s (and
‘80s) or about mine, but it is ac-
curate as far as it goes — straight
to the heart of the white profes-
sional class.

The plot structure is familiar
and simple. Eight baby-boom
college buddies get together for a
weekend and reminisce about
their youthful idealism, assessing
the state of their consciences and
bank balances today. They cook,
cat, play group sports and sleep
together before catching planes
out on Monday morning. Unlike
Secaucus Seven, this movie
focuses on the well-to-do.
Evervone here unabashedly clears
over 340,000 a year; the profes-
sions represented include a cor-
porate lawyer and a doctor (both
women), a businessman, a TV
star and a famous journalist.

They have all come together in
the southern comfort of the
businessman’s mansion (he runs
an athletic shoe store called, with
the topical coyness that the
movie specializes in, *‘Running
Dog’"), because one member of
their crowd just killed himself.
His death takes them aback —
they see him as the only one of
them who never **sold out.”” Ap-
parently hanging out on the
margins of bourgeois life just got
to be too much for him. Never
does anyone gquestion the neat
dichotomy of aimlessness on the
margins of and ruthless par-
ticipation in the mainstream of
American professional hfe. In-
stead they indulge in orgies of
self-pity around food; and they
diddle and conspire until
everyone is more or less indulged
sexually. These are the true ex-
perts in modern consumer
culture — they even know how
to turn soul-searching into a con-
sumption ritual,

Their world of references is
hermetic, but well-appointed.
They spend the whole movie
enclosed on the grounds and
rooms of the mansion (the kit-
chen, to give one example of the
lifestyle we're talking about, has
one of those Mr. Coffees you
can program to activate before
you gel up in the morming). It's
so isolated as to make your typi-
cal Agatha Christie novel look
positively agoray And in
that world intruded on only

obic

briefly by a repr ative of
community life, the local cop —
they practice Dr. Feclgood
politics with each other. The kids
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These are people who

passed through the '60s, savoring its flavor without changing any of the fundamental values.

who once resonated with Flakey
Foont's phrase, **But what’s it
all abowr, Mr. Natural?"® now
turn to each other for the
‘answer. 1 was okay, you were
is the tenor of their
refrains.

They have complaints, but it's
not about anything they did once
or are now. Oh, they are vaguely
guilty about being so comfor-
table — let’s say it for them, rich
— in life. But they are more
resentful than guilty. Once they
were pals together in a golden
world where anvthing seemed
possible and the good looked
easy. But life tricked them. Over
and over again they announce to
each other that it’s a cold, cruel
world out there, and that life is,
gee, tough! The lawyer (Mary
Kay Place) recounts how shocked
she was to find out her legal aid
clients were not only guilty but
stupid. When journalist Jeff
Goldblum asks her if she thought
her clients were going to be
Grumpy and Sneezy, TV star
Tom Berenger says knowingly,
““No, Huey and Bobby."" And
when the fantasy failed to come
true, the lawyer signed up with a
high-class law firm. These are
people who passed through the
"6l)s, savoring its flavor without
changing any of the fundamental
values. They didn’t have to —
there were niches waiting for
them to slide into, once they
sobered up from their college
years. All that has to trouble
them is noblesse oblige the
T'V star worries about whether
his Magnum P.I.-like program is
meaningful — and personal hap-
piness.

The film even makes you
wonder if that isn't all that ever
really troubled them, at heart.
For these “*kids™ and in spite
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Now that they’ve
assumed their own
moritgages, they can’t
quite remember what
all the fuss was
about.

of the fact that two of them have
children, they all act like would-
be Peter Pans — the "60s were a
tool of their own self-expression.
The doctor, a self-described

ood girl,””
because he, with his dissidence,
ould touch the unpredictable
in me.”” The TV star wants the
past back because **I was at my
best when [ was with you
people.”” In the entire weekend,
they never have a political
discussion, never refer to current
events, never discuss the content
of their jobs or evince a shred of
familiarity with any of the issues
of the "60s, except to recall how
cute or charismatic they once
were. No one even makes a joke
out of the fact that the girls cook
and clean while the boys watch
football (although the camera’s
eye sees the irony); post-
feminism presumably brings with
it blindness. And “‘remember
when vou gave that rousing
speech?™ is about it for shared
political memories.

If self-expression in the "60s
meant a group dip in student
politics, in the "80s self-
expression is more high-tech.
Throughout the film different
members of the group pick up
and play with the video camera

and monitor, obsessively record-
ing their own versions of their
shared past.

They may natter a lot about
lost ideals, but no one articulates
any. At one point the straight ad
man that the housewife married
(for security) says he doesn’t
understand the group. ““Nobody
said it [life] was gonna be fun,””
he says, **at least not to me.””
Someone clearly made that pro-
mise to them. Maybe that’s what
they mean about having *‘too
many expectations.”” These are
not the kids of Alice’s
Restaurant, entrepreneurially car-
ving out a lifestyle instead of a
| life; or the idealists of fonah
who will be 25 in the yvear 2000,
| putting principles in practice and
testing their weaknesses. They're
not even people who like the
“‘Secaucus Seven,’" participated
in some notable hijinks together.

What they did together was to
g0 to college at a time that en-
couraged them to take their
parents’ promises of *‘You can
be anything' quite literally.

To its credit, the movie lets us
in on this perception, with the
character of Nick, the Vietnam
vet (William Hurt). Nick is the
stubborn non-professional of the
bunch, the dope dealer who
finds a soulmate in the suicide’s
voung girlfriend (Meg Tilly).
They both are the cynics that the
movie posits as the only alter-
native to blind acceptance of
privilege, and they find the
others’ breast-beating irritating.
The climax of the film comes
when Nick calls everyone’s bluff
by saying, ‘*Alex died for most
{of us a long time ago.”" He calls

them nothing more than people
who knew each other intensely
for a short time. **Nobody ever
had a cushier berth,” he says
with chip-on-the-shoulder hostili-
ity. The group responds by clos-

ing around Nick to incorporate
him into their comfortable
world, and by the end of the
movie they succeed.

The style of The Big Chill
may, as Kasdan claims, be per-
sonal, but it might as well be
commercial; this movie, like the
people in it, has white-bread
aspirations. The whole thing has
the close-up fake intimacy of
TV. The lines are arch, almost
waiting for a laugh-track. One of
its most daring moments
stylistically is a montage in which
each character is revealed, ap-
propriately, by his or her ob-
jects. As each unpacks a travel
bag, you see that the one thing
they still have in common is a
shared passion for fashion —
cach has brought along a
hairblower,

But this resolutely ordinary
storytelling style does go well
with the militantly mainstream
characters in the group. Among
other things, the familiar frame
that Kasdan provides allows the
actors to deliver highly-crafied
performances. They make these
characters® pretensions as real as
anything you might find at a
week-night encounter group, ex-
cept that their lines are punchier.

The Big Chill is an honest film
in its way, revelatory if not self-
critical. It shows a group of peo-
ple who are uninspired but not
| evil, and even kindly in the one-

to-one missionary way that their

parents taught them before they
ever heard about co-ops and
revolution. And it shows how
slight the impact of the attitudes,
the ideas, and the very fact of
the existence of other social
groups and classes that surfaced
in the "60s really was on them.

Now that they’ve assumed their

own mortgages, they can’t quite
remember what all the fuss was
\ about. They just miss the fun. Il







