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Preface: Making Rushmore New, Now
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A film that exercises attention as a form of love, Greta Gerwig’s Lady Bird (2017), features a Rushmore poster in a small cameo of sorts, amidst the bedroom décor of handwritten quotations, homemade artwork and personal souvenirs that influence high school senior Christine ‘Lady Bird’ McPherson (Saoirse Ronan). In scenes of Lady Bird’s emotional tumult, a comparably small two-dimensional Rushmore poster showcases Max Fischer (Jason Schwartzman) throwing his fist into the air, his brazen affirmation quietly joining the mise en scène of this recent coming-of-age classic.
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Lady Bird (2017)



Children of middle-class parents, both Max and Lady Bird attend same-sex private schools, struggle with academics, flourish within theatrical co-curriculars and long for more. Both Lady Bird and Max experience film endings indebted to the right music at the right time, their role as directors of and actors within spectacle yielding a meaningful closure. Having inherited a Max-like appreciation for control and performance, the fictional Lady Bird upholds Rushmore as a film influence.

For Lady Bird and for a wider audience, Rushmore compels engagement. I have come to appreciate how, throughout my two decades of teaching college, student responses to Rushmore have changed from easily identifying with Max’s passion to finding his zeal repulsive; from embracing the film with curiosity to rejecting it wholesale to discovering a dawning appreciation for its complexity. A parallel to the film’s prioritisation of passionately felt education, Rushmore inspires vigorous classroom engagement, each encounter affirming the film’s dynamism as a cultural artifact and ‘film classic’. This book both registers Rushmore’s force and resists its momentum. Drawing out Rushmore’s subtleties that soften, temper, ease, expand and equalise the film’s haste, this book models a generous attention learned from the film itself.

Instead of foregrounding Rushmore’s fluency with film history (a backward glance that several texts already accomplish), this book focuses on the learning and futures to which it gives rise. Even as the film gives me pause, and even as I cringe at Max’s deplorable second act, I am nonetheless continually gripped by Rushmore, its lasting magic and transformative mood that leans into great pain and imagines ways to move, healingly and with companionship, from grief into joy.

This book reads Rushmore with both consciousness of its white male privilege – Rushmore is full of boys, made by ‘the boys’ (James L. Brooks’s name for Wes Anderson and Owen Wilson1), and features actions that assume gendered and racial privilege – and appreciation for its value beyond such critique. It approaches Rushmore as a site of learning that teaches us how to heal, how to give and receive gifts, and how to learn from art a benevolent attention. Rushmore’s alternation between speed and slowness, excess and grace, might model a way of being, one that decidedly does not align with Max’s desperate efforts but that reads his aspirations relative to what the film, more broadly, affords an audience: time to learn how to take time, to discern what does and does not work in forging connections that matter, to imagine small ways of finding a more sustainable and communal approach to experience.

***

Jonathan Romney calls Rushmore ‘a great anomaly, a film that makes you look twice and scratch your head in puzzlement over where it’s come from and where it’s going’;2 J. Hoberman celebrates Rushmore’s witty, original ‘portrait of the artist as a young (very young) man’ as having ‘an impressively high “huh?” factor’.3 This book hopes to answer these questions with the hindsight of two decades and within a new century’s context. My argument looks very different than it would have, if written twenty-five years ago.

The acceleration of global warming and late capitalism, the rise of #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter, diminished reproductive freedom, heightened nuclear aggression, media illiteracy, environmental injustice and a global pandemic bring to crisis the inequity and contradictions that haunt Rushmore, that exacerbate its disturbing undertones of toxic masculinity, perfectionism, imperialism, assault and white supremacy. Yet Rushmore’s sheer excess, its hyperbolic rendering of these dystopian causes, actively questions instead of reifies the film’s drive and invites a newfound regard for the film’s urgency. This book tries to show how we might learn from this film about learning.

Chapter 1 offers a brief artist history and a summary of criticism and scholarship. Chapter 2 takes up Rushmore’s bravado, speed and excess within montage sequences that compress time. In Max’s enthusiastic creation of structures to win affection and organise emotion, he tries to accelerate change. Chapter 3 counters the speed by attending to the grace and sensitivity that arise in moments of pause and slowness, in looks and gestures that elongate the film. Chapter 4 combines these temporal modes of speed and slowness to argue that Rushmore’s legacy emerges less in its materiality (as many critics and scholars argue) than in the cinematic: as ephemeral and cinephilic, opening Rushmore’s exclusive lineage (the privilege assumed in its allusions and appearance) to new kinds of learning. Chapter 5 foregrounds this pedagogical concern with an explicit focus on teaching and education within Rushmore. In refuting an unrelenting productivity, in critiquing a work-making drive that perpetually defers fulfilment, Rushmore celebrates an unpressured attention that inspires care for the less visible or tangible ways in which we take notice of the world, in ways that make it (and us) new. While chronology structures Chapters 1–3, the final two chapters approach Rushmore conceptually, easing textual pressure for – in keeping with the film – a more porous reading experience.

This book offers an urgent corrective to what might be perceived as an endearing portrait of exceptionalism, entrenched in perpetuating a status quo power. Marketed with the tagline ‘Love, Expulsion, Revolution’, Rushmore reveals the quickness with which a schoolboy crush can escalate into assault, for example, as it teaches us to see with tenderness the softening of such shrillness and exaggerated drive, the emotional resonance that includes but transcends character, therein becoming – through warmth and humour – a grander site of learning for the audience beyond the film. In this regard, Rushmore moves from desperate efforts to force meaning towards the gentle emergence of small miracles, an ephemerality at the heart of cinematic experience. This book treats Rushmore as a living text that changes how (and as) we age and learn.


Introduction

‘There are few perfect films; Rushmore is one of them,’ begins Matt Zoller Seitz’s Rushmore essay in The Wes Anderson Collection.4 In Rushmore, writes Dave Kehr, for the Criterion Collection, ‘Wes Anderson has shown himself a poet of the first order.’5 During production, Bill Murray himself prophesises that the film ‘is going to have a lot of life. Rushmore will be a beloved American film.’6

Distributed by Criterion (2000) soon after its 1998 theatrical debut and selected for the US National Film Registry (2016), Rushmore enjoys high regard by cinephiles, critics, historians and fans. Rushmore appears in numerous ‘best of’ lists (enjoying accolades such as ‘funniest’ and ‘coolest’), its value only having increased with passing time. A film about which people feel passionately, as the sheer quantity of reviews, scholarship, rhapsodic blogs and video essays suggests, Rushmore inspires a sense of possession, a dream of propriety, a fantasy of intimacy between audience and film. This collective zeal positions Rushmore as a cult object, a projected-upon site of mimicry and emulation, of inside jokes, knowing winks and shared one-liners (‘oh, are they?’).
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Cover art by Eric Chase Anderson (Courtesy Criterion Collection)



Rushmore’s centrality within Anderson’s oeuvre, and Anderson’s oeuvre relative to world cinema, has given rise to a devoted fan base, a scholarly and cinephilic engagement, and the ‘cottage industry of impersonating a Wes Anderson character’7 through imitable clothes and props. Anderson’s films invite play through ‘recombinations’ of characters and settings as ‘part of the point and part of the fun’, according to Donna Kornhaber.8 Vitality emerges within an ‘active fandom culture that will fancifully remix his different worlds in hodge-podge arrangements from online fan films to Etsy art displays’.9 Emerging from a popular hashtag, the book Accidentally Wes Anderson features real places that invoke Anderson’s signature style. Writes editor Wally Koval:

You know it when you see it: whether it’s the symmetrical lines, pastel hues, immaculate composition, or something idiosyncratic and beautiful that you can and cannot describe at once, the director Wes Anderson has an immediately identifiable style to his films. How fantastic, then, to discover real places around the world that look like accidental captures from one of his films?10

This BFI Film Classic – itself a material object – builds from this culture of mise en scène an exploration of Rushmore’s intangible qualities, which change as we change.

***

Rushmore is the story of its titular institution, Rushmore Academy: an elite all-boys school, site of pressure and legacy, which comes to stand, as do all schools, for more than its name and place. For fifteen-year-old Max Fischer, Rushmore has become a fantasy home for his aspirations, a gateway for self-invention, where proactivity inspires co-curriculars. Given that Max’s access to Rushmore derives from a combination of talent and his mother’s action before she died (she submitted Max’s one-act play about Watergate to Rushmore’s headmaster, thereby earning Max a scholarship), the school further carries her memory. More than an elite institution, Rushmore stands for that which one loves inconsolably, a site of projection and desired catharsis, a place that cannot love you back.

This institution unites Rushmore’s characters. In the opening minutes, steel magnate and Vietnam veteran Herman Blume (Bill Murray) offers a chapel speech that establishes Rushmore’s status: ‘You guys have it real easy. I never had it like this where I grew up. But I send my kids here. Because the fact is, whether you deserve it or not: you go to one of the best schools in this country.’ Blume’s emboldened class-critiquing speech (‘take dead aim on the rich boys … they can buy anything, but they can’t buy backbone’) elicits Max’s admiration and initiates an unorthodox friendship (forged through realisation of mutual fantasies – Max’s, with Blume as wealthy father; Blume’s, with Max as entrepreneurial son; Blume also offers the ‘perfect foil for endlessly up-and-doing Max, who is, perhaps, everything Blume once was, all that he no longer can be’11).

Max also courts the affection of Rosemary Cross (Olivia Williams), newly teaching first grade at Rushmore, the also-beloved school of her recently deceased husband, Edward Appleby. Distracted by co-curriculars and newfound romantic obsession, Max – already on academic probation – is expelled from Rushmore and transfers to the nearby public school, Grover Cleveland. After learning that Rosemary and Blume – his trusted friends with whom he has forged a makeshift family – have become romantically involved, Max feels betrayed and enacts violent revenge, leading to his arrest. Quickly released on bail, he turns inward and drops out of school. After a season of ‘wintering’,12 Max writes a play that brings together the community, and a series of reconciliations follow.

Defining relationships further complement these actions: Max’s friendship with chapel partner Dirk Calloway (Mason Gamble) and new friend Margaret Yang (Sara Tanaka); Max’s tenderness with his father (Seymour Cassel), whose guilelessness radically counters Max’s braggadocio. In contrast with all that Max cannot control, he stages genre plays that sanction his directorial exercise of power. Max deceives and lies to everyone around him, and we witness this deception to painful ends. On the surface a coming-of-age film about a ‘poor student on scholarship at a wealthy private school … expelled for attempting to build an on-campus aquarium’,13 Rushmore is more. This film ‘tells the tale of what happens when you are in the shit and need to find a way out’.14 Though neither Max’s mother nor Edward Appleby (save a framed photo) physically appears in Rushmore, their ghosts haunt and transform its plot into what Matt Zoller Seitz calls ‘extended mourning’,15 concerned with how people find connection through grief and how art transforms loss into something shareable.

Existing writing generally considers Rushmore within Anderson’s oeuvre, which rewards the effort of drawing connections among films. Though glancingly referring to such history and context, this book appreciates Rushmore for its own sake, harnessing its vitality and force, its complexity and evocation. Instead of retreading already worn or easily anticipated territory, I situate Rushmore as a film for the twenty-first century. Invested in hope and healing, in grief and finding light, in joy and community, this book – built from years of vibrant classroom discussion – reflects the polyvocality and mutual enlivening of teaching and learning.


1 Context

Born on 1 May 1969 in Houston, Texas, to Melver Leonard Anderson, an advertising executive, and Texas Ann Burroughs Anderson, a realtor and archaeologist, Wesley Wales Anderson – consummate film-maker of wonderment, delighting in youthful energy – seems, by all accounts, to have enjoyed a childhood rich with play. Wes and his brothers (Eric and Mel) accompanied their mother on her archaeological digs and subsequently ‘undertook explorations of their own, building hideouts, digging pits, and searching for arrowheads. When they couldn’t have real adventures, they made them up.’16 In multiple interviews, Anderson describes the defining trauma of his youth as his parents’ divorce when he was eight.

Given his difficulties as a student during this family upheaval, a charitable fourth-grade teacher implemented a system to reward good behaviour with theatrical opportunity. Anderson claims:

every two weeks that I could keep it together and not be a disciplinary problem, she would let me put on a play … So I got to kind of create a little program for myself, and I kept it going for several years. And we put on these big crowd pleasers that were very influenced by movies and TV shows … I always reserved the best parts for myself, because that was probably the only reason I was writing the plays in the first place.17

That Anderson includes this childhood story within Rushmore’s press kit attests to its significance as not only a defining Künstlerroman experience but also an invitation to connect Anderson’s autobiography with Rushmore’s dramaturgical handling of grief.

Turning on a teacher’s pedagogical generosity that incentivises rather than punishes, Anderson’s early theatrical affinity morphed into cinephilia. He and his brothers loved Star Wars and delighted in a Betamax collection of Alfred Hitchcock videos, the re-viewing of which introduced Anderson to formalist coherence within a director’s oeuvre. The Anderson brothers made crime films with a Super 8 camera, featuring neighbourhood children and elaborate homemade sets.

Collaboration and connection

In college at University of Texas at Austin, Anderson pursued a philosophy degree, worked as a film projectionist and took English classes, where he met Owen Wilson in their sophomore year (1989):

they were both slogging through the same uninspired playwriting class, all the while daydreaming of making films … They soon became roommates, and their early work … stemmed from late-night conversations about their favorite directors: Cassavetes, Peckinpah, Scorsese, Altman, Malick, Huston.18
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Anderson and Wilson at Sundance, 1993 (© Laura Wilson)



Finding camaraderie through mutual respect for each other’s movie taste and eccentricity (in several interviews, Wilson remembers Anderson’s unorthodox style, wearing L.L.Bean boots with shorts to class; Anderson remembers Wilson’s ‘habit of brazenly reading the newspaper during their intimate nine-student seminar’19), Anderson and Wilson further bonded in collaborative acts of rule-breaking (e.g. staging a break-in so that their negligent landlord would finally attend to their apartment’s broken windows).

After college, Anderson and Wilson moved to Dallas, where they lived in a small apartment with Anderson’s brother Eric and Wilson’s brothers Andrew and Luke (subsisting on money that Andrew earned from working with his father in advertising). Aspiring to write a film in the vein of Martin Scorsese’s Mean Streets (1973),
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Anderson with light meter, Dallas, 1992 (© Laura Wilson)



Wilson and Anderson realised that their efforts at crime drama presented more as a comedy about well-meaning characters who bungle (instead of smoothly fulfil) their criminal aspirations.20 Their first short featured the creative talent of people already in their lives: Owen Wilson starred, per Anderson’s encouragement, alongside his brother Luke and their friend Robert Musgrave; supporting actors included Kumar Pallana (who had enjoyed acclaim as ‘Kumar of India’ on The Mickey Mouse Club [1955–8] and Captain Kangaroo [1955–92] for his juggling and plate-spinning) and Dipak Pallana (son of Kumar and owner of the Dallas coffee shop Cosmic Cup, which Anderson and Wilson frequented).

Dallas-based film-maker L. M. ‘Kit’ Carson, family friend of the Wilsons, schooled them in transforming ideas into a filmable story: ‘He gave us a one-on-one tutorial in script-writing and short-film-editing … He introduced us to the rest of our lives.’21 After editing their work in accordance with Carson’s advice and gaining the support of independent producer Cynthia Hargrave, Wilson and Anderson debuted their 13-minute Bottle Rocket at the 1993 Sundance Film Festival to an encouraging reception. Inspired by this success, they expanded Bottle Rocket into a feature script, which Carson sent to producer Barbara Boyle (‘you’ve caught lightning in a bottle’,22 she responded), who sent it to legendary producer and production designer Polly Platt (The Last Picture Show [1971], Say Anything … [1989]). Executive vice president of Gracie Films (an independent subsidiary of Columbia, where Gracie had a contract to fund a low-budget indie), Platt ‘knew she had the movie’23 in Bottle Rocket, which she immediately loved:

Most scripts you read are pale imitations of films that have already been made … but I had never seen anything like their work. As a producer, you live for … finding that kind of writing. It was unique, unhomogenized, brilliant.24

Platt showed the work to Oscar-winning writer, director and producer James L. Brooks, head of Gracie. ‘It was a miracle. He shared my enthusiasm,’ Platt describes.25 Boyle, Platt and Brooks soon travelled to Dallas to meet Anderson and Wilson for a reading of the feature script.
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Anderson and Wilson at Sundance, 1993 (© Laura Wilson)



Hollywood

‘The boys’, as Brooks referred to Anderson and Wilson, had not yet read aloud their script to grasp how written pages translate to performance time. Extending well beyond a feature’s duration, the dragged-out reading session felt exhausting and embarrassing. Platt remembers the ‘hot, non-air-conditioned room and Luke [Wilson] was sweating like a pig but they were all quite good and Jim was pleased’,26 though Brooks remembers the scene with more exasperation. Anderson, Brooks and Platt each tell a slightly different story about what came next, but it involved – all parties extend this moment dramatically, with fate hanging in the balance – some situation in which Anderson chases down either Platt or Brooks and bluntly asks if they’re going to make his film. ‘Yes,’ claims Platt.27 ‘I don’t know, man,’ claims Brooks.28
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Anderson and Wilson exit the studio on signing their contract for Bottle Rocket, 1992 (© Laura Wilson)



No matter the gap between memory and history, shortly after, things changed for the better. Wilson and Anderson found themselves in Hollywood for the apprenticeship of a lifetime, living in a Century City motel and revising their script ‘while [Platt] and [Brooks] pushed “the boys”, to flesh out the characters and their motivations’.29

After revisions, they returned to Dallas in autumn 1994 to begin shooting. Brooks describes the working grace of Wilson and Anderson in lengthy, adoring terms:

[Wilson] proved as an actor, as well as a writer, to be incapable of a dishonest moment. Wes, who unquestioningly fretted mightily through every moment of the day, still maintained the outward appearance of cool control. He was sure-handed and knowing in all aspects of directing. He was … a natural.30

Karina Longworth’s fuller history describes how Platt ‘went to location and stayed there, producing on set, every day’ and boxed out for Anderson and Wilson, such that they could make the movie they envisioned.31 Claims Anderson of Platt in a posthumous tribute (2011): ‘She was a source of unlimited good ideas. She was one of those people who could simply tell you what was working and what wasn’t – and you knew to believe her.’32

Though Bottle Rocket’s shoot brought the script to life, the first test screening in Santa Monica introduced serious concerns (85 walkouts of 330 in attendance). Anderson describes how his ‘“self-confidence was at an all-time high doing Bottle Rocket”’, that he ‘just felt like, “wait until we get this in front of an audience!” So it was a real shocker when it was just brutally rejected.’33 After a gruelling time of reshooting and editing, the crew renewed their hopes that the revised cut would succeed where test screenings had not. Brooks describes the mood as ‘Capraesque. Even I was feeling the glow. Lord love our noble little group and the film we served.’34

[image: ]

To everyone’s surprise, this ostensibly improved feature-length Bottle Rocket – envisioned by promising young artists, workshopped by veteran mentors and funded by studio resources (albeit low budget, Bottle Rocket’s $7 million cost exceeded its $5 million projection) – was rejected by all major festivals. Yet critics and fans buoyed their future success. Boyle describes how ‘after Bottle Rocket opened, every studio head I’d been to visit came to see it’ and her phone had rung off the hook with callers ‘looking for Wes or Owen’, whose ‘life began, not because of the grosses of [Bottle Rocket] but because people who saw it in the industry thought it was incredible’.35

These young artists reaped new potential. Luke Wilson became a breakout star; Owen Wilson proved his talent as both a writer and actor; and Wes Anderson had another chance to direct and produce a film built from his and Wilson’s collaborative vision. Multiple producers clamoured for the rights to their second film, and they finally secured a $10 million contract with Joe Roth (Walt Disney Studios chairperson). Thanks to artistic promise and appealing to the right people, Anderson enjoyed the opportunity to make a second feature, with an even larger budget, without any compromise of artistic vision, after his debut performed disappointingly.

This brief historical sketch affords a montage-like compression that privileges artistic rise. No doubt Anderson and Wilson waited and felt uncertainty, after all, throughout this rise. This dense yet elliptical history selects for visible highs and lows, yielding a speed that makes enchanting and convincing, magical or inevitable, their starry success.

Rushmore begins

This history functions as a microcosm to Rushmore’s own alternation between speed and slowness, its montage-like efforts to convince and highlight success relative to the beats or scenes that convey doubt or uncertainty. As the subsequent chapters argue, Rushmore illustrates how shrinking or elongating time relative to a becoming (especially an artistic coming of age) can yield an altogether different genre: the swift rise of a lucky genius, or the humanising scale of struggling in real time.

Yet, perhaps uncoincidentally, interviews and articles about Rushmore do not feel nearly as exuberant in chronicling these up-and-coming film-makers. Having a deal with Disney after making a critically lauded first feature is hardly the same starting point as the more dramatic ‘glop’ (Brooks’s word for the Dallas apartment where ‘the boys’ lived) of unemployed dreamers. Less dramatic in rise and fall, Rushmore’s production begins in an already favourable situation: Anderson and Wilson had all the money they needed to make the exact film of their dreams, sans pressure for commercial success. They had critics’ support on their side, and the chance of gaining – but not undue expectations regarding – public acclaim.

For Rushmore they ‘went home’, in Anderson’s words, to familiar schools, to stories and characters derived from childhood, and with a new sense of zeal, self-doubt and hope.36 Working from a sketch Anderson had written years ago for a film school application (his application was rejected), Anderson and Wilson drew upon Anderson’s theatrical refuge from family trauma, Wilson’s expulsion from private school, and traces of Anderson’s childhood chapel partner and schoolmates. They loosely based Blume on Wilson’s father, who often told his energetic and unruly three sons the line that Blume memorably deadpans: ‘Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think I’d have sons like these.’37 Further, location derived from memory. After struggling to find the school they’d imagined – searching through New England, where they’d planned to film ‘during autumn, with the leaves falling’ – Anderson credits his mother’s influence: ‘my mother sent pictures of my own school and I realized that’s what I was trying to find all along’.38

Rushmore cast and crew

Press interviews charmingly elongate the suspense and fantasy surrounding the casting of Blume and Max. A comedy star with a predilection towards the bedraggled (in films such as Caddyshack [1980], Stripes [1981], Tootsie [1982], Ghostbusters [1984], Scrooged [1988] and Groundhog Day [1993]), Murray was their hoped-for Blume, to whom they sent the script. Anderson describes how Murray called him, talked casually for an hour about Kurosawa’s Red Beard (1965), and then towards the end of the call ‘was all kind of “yeah”’39 in response to the casting invitation. Murray agreed to work for Screen Actors Guild minimum, earning him roughly $9,000 for his performance.40 So enthused at his new director’s promise, Murray even wrote a cheque (which Anderson never cashed) for an ultimately unneeded helicopter rental.

Picturing Max as a ‘young Mick Jagger’, Wilson and Anderson auditioned hundreds of actors and even considered a British actor whose accent would conveniently afford American Max an unscripted Anglophilia. More a ‘young Dustin Hoffman’, according to Anderson, Jason Schwartzman – son of film producer Jack Schwartzman and actress Talia Shire – was discovered at a family party. Hosted by Francis Ford Coppola (Shire’s brother), a fundraiser featuring orchestral compositions of Coppola’s father, Carmine Coppola, became an extemporaneous casting office: upon hearing San Francisco-based Rushmore casting director Davia Nelson describe her search for Max, Sofia Coppola introduced her cousin Jason, dressed (fancier than the occasion called for) in tails and a top hat.

Despite never having acted, Schwartzman recognised himself in Nelson’s description of a passionate, theatrical schoolboy in love with an older woman. The next day, Nelson sent Schwartzman the script, and he took to it immediately. He arrived at his audition in a blazer, thinking himself original, only to realise that most of the actors auditioning had dressed similarly;41 but Schwartzman’s blazer sported a handmade patch, conveying his overzealousness alongside his compelling acting performance. After a friendly chat about their shoes and Schwartzman’s impressive line-reading, Anderson knew he’d found his Max.

For the role of Rosemary, despite her professional aspirations to perform Shakespeare on stage, Olivia Williams took a chance on her second feature film. Once the face of Dove’s shower cream advertisements, having recently co-starred with Kevin Costner in The Postman (1997), Williams felt drawn to Rushmore’s script as ‘a work of modern literature … beautifully written. And if you’ve been reading badly-written film scripts, it’s like picking up an Arthur Miller; instead of all that Tarantino abuse.’42

For roles behind the camera, Anderson and Wilson brought together crew from Bottle Rocket. ‘We all had a great time making Bottle Rocket so when Wes asked me to shoot Rushmore I was so thrilled,’ claims cinematographer Robert Yeoman (Drugstore Cowboy [1989]), whom Anderson enlisted through an endearing handwritten letter.43 Yeoman’s wide-angled cinematography for Rushmore (2.35:1 anamorphic aspect ratio) would become Anderson’s signature look. Having cut Bottle Rocket as his first feature, editor David Moritz had apprenticed with his father-in-law, editor Richard Marks (James L. Brooks’s longtime editor), who learned from Dorothea ‘Dede’ Allen, award-winning editor (Bonnie and Clyde [1967], Serpico [1973]). Moritz recalls his time on Rushmore: ‘Watching Wes … was to be witness to a burst of creative energy that was contagious, exhilarating, and a challenge to keep up with.’44

After meeting Anderson and Wilson when ‘the boys’ visited the set of Pulp Fiction (1994), production designers David Wasco and Sandy Reynolds-Wasco worked on Bottle Rocket and returned to work on Rushmore.45 Building from Bottle Rocket’s yellow ‘banana’ suits that establish enthusiastic group belonging, Karen Patch returned to design Rushmore’s now iconic costumes to convey both membership and eccentricity.

While Bottle Rocket involved a group of friends making a film, Anderson describes how the ‘scariest thing’ about Rushmore was his self-imposed pressure to create community among strangers, to encourage them ‘to come together and become friends … [in this] movie about friendship’.46 Whereas Bottle Rocket involved a drawn-out process with innumerable revisions, recuts and additional footage, Rushmore abided the original script, merely trimming dialogue and replacing lines with gestures or visual details. Rushmore’s production featured a more experienced crew collaborating on a clearer shared vision. According to Murray, the Rushmore production experience felt accordingly pleasant: ‘It reminds me of the first movies I did, when people could relax, and they weren’t so nervous about everything.’47

Rushmore reception

Reading Rushmore as a sign that Bottle Rocket wasn’t a flash in the pan, critics celebrate the film as a feat all its own. Sight & Sound’s Richard Kelly claims, ‘Rushmore is made to be treasured: it feels like an immediate American classic.’48 Film Comment’s Mark Olsen calls the film ‘distinctive’, partly because its ‘essential sadness, the built-in nostalgia and disappointment lurking just underneath a colorful, fun-filled surface’, is ‘rare in American youth pictures’.49 Olsen lends Anderson’s irrepressible and rare Max-like spirit an anachronistic bent, ‘out of step with many of his contemporaries’ given his ‘faith in the American dreamer’ more akin to Preston Sturges.

Rushmore’s initial success owes something to its brightness against a woeful field of film releases, a ‘pleasant surprise … in a year of depressing nihilistic fare’, according to Variety’s review of Rushmore’s debut at Telluride in September 1998.50 Rushmore enjoyed an enthusiastic festival and theatrical run, with the Toronto and the New York Film Festivals celebrating the film (a welcome contrast to Bottle Rocket’s fate). Awards season lauded Anderson and Murray, especially, with many accolades.51

Both anomalous and defining relative to Anderson’s later oeuvre, Rushmore clinched his status as auteur. Made with neither the ingénue confidence that shaped Bottle Rocket nor the established reputation (and star power and budget) that would characterise his later films, Rushmore sticks the landing of Anderson’s starry-bright debut. Linking Anderson’s full-of-promise beginning with his increasing reputation as a well-reviewed artist, Rushmore gives rise to ongoing formal conventions and narrative affinities; yet the film also stands alone, without the hipster aesthetic or assuredness of Anderson’s later films (Rushmore’s reviews refer to the film without referencing ‘Wes Anderson’ as shorthand for predictable style). Writes David Amsden, Rushmore ‘offered everything an indie audience desired’ and ‘introduced to the world the Anderson aesthetic. Simply put, Rushmore did not look or feel like any other movie.’52 Twenty years after Rushmore’s release, Paste Magazine hails it as 1998’s best film: ‘this one just keeps getting funnier’.53

Critics and scholars

Jeffrey Sconce points to Anderson’s first three films as examples (alongside films of P. T. Anderson, Hal Hartley, Todd Solondz, Spike Jonze, Neil LaBute, Alexander Payne, Richard Linklater, Atom Egoyan and Terry Zwigoff) of what he calls ‘smart films’, self-consciously blending Hollywood, independent film and art cinema towards deploying irony as a strategy.54 Warren Buckland considers Anderson’s oeuvre relative to ‘New Sincerity’, an affectivity enabled through ironic distanciation and reflexive style.55 Broader scholarship places Anderson’s films along a continuum ranging from detached, aloof, twee and quirky to a pathos-laden earnestness or, in Deborah Thomas’s terms, ‘melancomic’ tone.56 Thomas appreciates Rushmore’s ‘humanist integrity’ in ‘striking a delicate balance between eccentric, comic irony and touches of affective realism that impart a comprehension of the fragility of life’.57 Sunhee Lee claims of Anderson’s films that an ambivalent and often contradictory mise en scène generates spectator emotion.58 Whitney Crothers Dilley focuses on Rushmore’s ‘boundaries of adolescence’, the film a ‘testament to Anderson’s own driving, almost relentless intellect and irrepressible energy’.59

Though Anderson’s later films divide critics and audiences, Rushmore marks the height of his rising star’s ubiquitous shining. Eugenie Brinkema describes Anderson’s now recognisable style and subsequent polarity:

In his aestheticism and mannerism; inventive scenography; fetishized color palettes; long tracking and symmetrical, planimetric tableau shots; and meticulous construction … Wes Anderson is one of the great cinematic stylists working today. … critical praise for Anderson’s films turns on his collector’s aesthetic, antiquated cinematic techniques, and stylistic excess, while critical loathing generally points to the very same attributes.60

Extending form to culture, Rachel Dean-Ruzicka critiques the films’ ‘unmarked white privilege’, exacerbated by ‘a variety of racial and ethnic characters’ who reinforce the normalised and unmentioned whiteness of primary characters.61 Broadening these films’ childhood motifs to ageing, Rachael McLennan argues that ‘the prioritization and privileging of male, white, heterosexual experience and the unquestioning acceptance of normative models of coming-of-age … means that their explorations are seriously circumscribed’.62 Kornhaber describes the promise in studying Anderson’s oeuvre: ‘Within Anderson’s meticulously arranged and hyperarticulated film frames lie capacious questions of emotion, trauma, memory, aging, family, ethics, culture, literature, and filmmaking.’63

Sophie Monks Kaufman lyrically conveys what many fans appreciate, a knowingness and intimacy both singular and cathartic:

I don’t know Wes Anderson personally … I do know that, at some point in his life, his understanding of sadness connected to my understanding of sadness, and that he took the Herculean step of siphoning this understanding into a film strong enough to hold me whenever I have need of it.64

Such emotional intensity is fragile, leading writers also to resent its preciousness. Stephanie Zacharek suspects that ‘If you were to survey people who pay attention to movies … you might find that the number who want to love Wes Anderson’s work is greater than the number of those who actually do.’65

Kartina Richardson shares a similar feeling:

I’m jealous that I don’t belong to the group that’s thrilled and inspired by his work. I want Anderson’s anti-authority themed films to matter to me … and I’m frustrated that they don’t … it feels lonely not to fall in love with Wes Anderson.66

Yet Richardson appreciates the ‘gateway’ value of Anderson’s films, that their ‘visual consistency’ calls attention to film form, ‘what can be done in movies, and so the scope of our thinking begins to widen’.67 Though Zacharek, Richardson and Kaufman refer to Anderson’s oeuvre, their consideration of exclusion and inclusion helps me to see Rushmore as a field of displaced characters circling around possible forms of membership.

Furthermore, Rushmore imagines its own belonging within film history, despite its eccentricity. At the time of Rushmore’s production and release, popular films included The English Patient (1996), Life Is Beautiful (1997), Titanic (1997), Saving Private Ryan (1998) and Shakespeare in Love (1998) – films that exacerbate the mortal underpinnings of love and war and capture public imagination through historical projection. Somewhere amidst this context, more quietly but equally ambitious, Max Fischer searches for meaning, flails at romantic love, stages film-derivative plays, breaks and restores relationships, and (possibly) learns and teaches. Situated at the accelerating turn of the century, Rushmore’s crayon, calligraphy, pay-phone and phone-satchel communication requires labour and carries weight, hardly streamlined, fast or expeditious. Rushmore – as the next chapters emphasise – illustrates the value of slowness and compassion, despite Max’s efforts to the contrary.


2 Rush/More

Early in Rushmore, Herman Blume sits in his car, awaits his twins after school and notices Max, donning his reflector vest for carpool duty. Blume asks him, ‘What’s the secret? … You seem to have it pretty figured out.’ Leaning down to speak into the passenger window, Max grins and advises his new adult comrade to ‘find something you love to do and then do it for the rest of your life’. Later in the library, reading Jacques-Yves Cousteau’s Diving for Sunken Treasure, Max feels ‘seen’, as the kids say, to discover a handwritten Cousteau quotation: ‘When one man, for whatever reason, has the opportunity to lead an extraordinary life, he has no right to keep it to himself.’ A love-driven passionate life and a validation of exceptionalism: these two proclamations govern Max’s self-righteous pursuit of his desires, ever deferred (for Rushmore, for Miss Cross, for theatrical success). Rushmore indulges his drive through style itself exhibitionist, emphatic and insistent. ‘Rushmore, having made one point, forever rushes on.’68

Coded as white and hypermasculine, Max’s exaggerated perfectionist tendencies – his sense of urgency, his power wielded without responsibility and his egoistic expectation to attain the object of desire through outsized persistence – emerge in the film’s style. Frequent close-ups through a wide-angle lens create a fish-eye effect, warping the frame’s perimeter reality around the stretched and distorted subject therein. The camera often tracks Max, whether handspringing across the gymnasium as Grover Cleveland’s hooting owl mascot or setting out instructions for developers as to which trees ought to be felled for the aquarium. Rushmore’s British Invasion soundtrack (expanded from Anderson’s initial plan to feature only The Kinks) offers an ‘inner monologue that [gives] voice to its characters’ often-sublimated emotions’.69 The non-diegetic pop music both rationalises cuts (smoothed over by a familiar song) and heightens fantasy (with a source outside the film’s world). Editing compresses and controls time, while the pop music introduces its own temporality through form and evocation. ‘Foreground[ing] songs as bearers of meaning, enhancers of humor and models for structure,’70 according to Elena Boschi and Tim McNelis, Rushmore’s montage sequences edit time around Max’s zeal.
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‘I like people who get obsessed with something,’ claims Owen Wilson.71 A primer in narrative theory, Rushmore drives with intention and succession, with Max as a consummate ‘desiring machine’, Peter Brooks’s phrase for nineteenth-century literary protagonists ‘whose presence in the text creates and sustains narrative movement through the forward march of desire, projecting the self onto the world through scenarios of desire imagined and then acted upon’.72 Rushmore’s montages accelerate time through elliptical cuts and impose time’s natural unfolding through labour that restructures cause–effect linearity.

Even though Max is no ‘elitist’, as he offers to his new class at Grover Cleveland, his behaviour nonetheless takes for granted his privilege as subject around whose desires he perceives (or, rather, tries to force) the world to orbit. His drive to remain a student at Rushmore Academy carries both repressed grief and class insecurity (Rushmore’s scholarship affords him an assured place among the elite), yet this drive itself proves ‘delusional’ and improbable: ‘to go to Rushmore for the rest of his life is to deny the passing of time and cultural imperatives to become an adult and achieve maturity’, claims Rachael McLennan.73 Max’s drive pushes intensely towards goals: staying forever at Rushmore, creating clubs, building an aquarium, pursuing Rosemary, wreaking vengeance on Blume, writing and directing plays. Yet these drives – except for the theatrical – are futile and self-defeating. According to McLennan, ‘Rushmore concerns the damage done when Max obsessively pursues illusions at the expense of reality.’74

Early in the film, pondering his headmaster’s advice, Max exhibits a rare moment of self-awareness: ‘Maybe I’m spending too much of my time starting up clubs and putting on plays.’ Merely one scene later, after meeting Miss Cross, he’s quick to forget these concerns, however, as he launches bold and increasingly extravagant plans. The film’s action-driven montages harness energetic momentum in what Siegfried Kracauer might label ‘the chase’ or the ‘race’: ‘motion at its extreme … immensely serviceable for establishing a continuity of suspenseful physical action … the climax of the whole, its orgiastic finale – a pandemonium’.75 Kracauer credits D. W. Griffith with revealing ‘the cinematic significance of this reveling in speed … [and] the inner emotion which the dramatic conflict has aroused yields to a state of acute physiological suspense called forth by exuberant physical motion and its immediate implications’.76 The inextricability of Griffith’s formalist innovations from their racist context (e.g. The Birth of a Nation [1915]) conflates such haste with a persuasion that relies on distracting an audience from contemplation to political consequence. Max drives forward both in pursuit of his desire and as a means of distracting himself from underlying pain.

Sergei Eisenstein’s and André Bazin’s early film theories establish how montage ruptures the integrity of time and space towards pressing together an impactful theme, idea or drive that deviates from realism. Even as Rushmore’s montages vary in tone, they abide shared logic that reflects and creates Max’s drive. Max wants things, and the film’s style absorbs his will (frequent cuts and muted diegetic sound compress time and choreograph movement relative to an overarching emotional tonality). Reciprocally, Max’s drive seems itself clarified by the film’s style, neatly trimming away doubt within his subjective fantasy-bubble. Rushmore’s montages function much like the opening maths fantasy, though more a surreal fable with a foot in reality: anything feels possible – Max mostly gets what he wants – with a benevolent editor to excise beats of awkwardness, uncertainty or failure.

‘Making Time’

Scored to The Creation’s debut single, ‘Making Time’ (1966), Rushmore’s first montage rushes through Max’s extracurricular activities, compressed into a rock-and-roll yearbook that presents as a fast burst of activity. With a wiry kineticism achieved through playing an electric guitar with a violin bow, ‘Making Time’ structures ‘a series of live-action illustrations of Max Fischer’s … subject-defining activities in reflexive, self-aware shots’, explains Joshua Gooch.77 Condensing time relative to Max’s self-perception, ‘Making Time’ creates a narcissistic time built around ego, refuting Dr Guggenheim’s (Brian Cox) characterising of Max as ‘one of the worst students we’ve got’.

Though initially motivated by the opening of a yearbook, ‘Making Time’ reads like a video resumé, highlighting Max’s co-curricular achievements as counterforce to his academic failure. The montage mutes his voice in favour of the song, lending the fallibility of human clumsiness a choreographed smoothness that defies the physical awkwardness of being an earnest yet gawky teenager. As if directed by Max himself, this montage tries to convince us of his value despite Guggenheim’s dismissal, to endear and delight us with Max’s accomplishments. I increasingly read the implied audience of ‘Making Time’ as (Max’s projection of) his deceased mother. His grin and posture read as if posing himself in the best light, a combined egocentrism and earnestness to assure his encouraging mother (Bravo, Max!) that he’s made something of himself. Perhaps ‘Making Time’ suggests what it feels like to be seen maternally: loving him despite his faults, seeing him childlike and mature at once.

That the song ‘Making Time’ has since appeared in Xfinity and Audi commercials further suggests its power as a marketing vehicle, dressing-up of drudgery (‘Why do we have to carry on? / Always singing the same old song’) and labouring despite futility. For the 1999 MTV Movie Awards, the Max Fischer Players staged theatrical versions of the year’s Best Picture nominees (The Truman Show, Armageddon, Out of Sight [all 1998]), short promos that exaggerated each film’s generic undertones, poked fun at the amateur quality of the Fischer theatrical company and marketed the awards show itself. After each vignette, the driving chords of ‘Making Time’ usher in the poster that announces the show’s time and date, an enlivening via bravado and excitement that counters the tentative, halting quality of the Max Fischer Players. The comedic strangeness of young people playing at being grown-ups (e.g. Jason Schwartzman’s Max Fischer playing George Clooney’s Jack Foley; Sara Tanaka’s Margaret Yang playing Jennifer Lopez’s Karen Sisco) contrasts with the bold chords that promise a fun MTV party, hardly as awkward as the preceding sketches. In other words, ‘Making Time’ functions in these promotional videos and in this montage as pop music does, more broadly, in Rushmore: energetically patching over and brazenly overcompensating for insecurity, filling the gap between who these characters are and who they aspire to be.

‘Concrete and Clay’

Inspired by Max’s new connection with Rosemary, forged with affected style as he approaches her on the bleachers, Unit 4 + 2’s ‘Concrete and Clay’ (1965) begins immediately after Max seats himself next to Rosemary – a move to equalise their positions (he previously sat in the background) that instead visually reinforces his youth relative to her maturity (Max visibly appears younger next to her). ‘Hi’, they offer to each other, and ‘Concrete and Clay’ begins with a percussive cowbell, a rhythm-finding match to Max’s rediscovered momentum: the montage revs up speed, and instruments gather to create a fuller sound (rounder chords joining force) as Max finds renewed purpose in saving Latin.
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Yet this drive is ill-founded, built upon Max’s naivety in segueing from Rosemary’s thesis about economic policy in Latin America to ‘did you know they’re going to cancel Latin?’, mistaking a geographical region for antiquity, a gaffe that Rosemary gently registers and corrects: ‘This was more like Central America.’ More broadly, Rushmore trades on an economy of inspirational and aspirational forms: Max wants, but the object of his desire varies; Max creates, though with inconsistent success. Quick to displace his attraction to Cousteau’s idea with a schoolboy crush on a faraway subject, Max seemingly cannot synchronise his desire with actions. Despite his hopes to stay forever at Rushmore, his school performance makes one wonder as to the consciousness of his self-defeat, his complicity in creating obstacles to overcome.

Unlike ‘Making Time’, this montage balances diegetic audio with non-diegetic music, such that we can hear Max’s repetition of sic transit gloria as if an imperative and mantra, a motivating force, resurrecting the dead language and incentivising action accordingly. This opportunistic shift in his principles (he had recently tried to cancel Latin!) to win Rosemary’s affections, or at least sustain her attention, appears within a straightforward musical declaration of love, tightly organised in the address ‘you to me’. Claiming love eternal, the speaker/singer situates ‘you’ within natural romantic metaphors (e.g. roses, summer rain). How quickly, at least in lyrics, Miss Cross has become the still point of Max’s turning world, the love that ‘will never die’ despite the crumbling ‘concrete and the clay beneath [his] feet’.

The musical montage polishes the otherwise flailing of a struggling Max, who yearns for someone or something to want. This romantic musical confession accompanies visible actions more administrative than romantic, in frames featuring Max’s hands with the petition, students lining up to sign and student outrage following his too-successful campaign (codifying Latin into a curricular requirement). ‘Concrete and Clay’ threads the power of his crush through the scene’s subtext, however, a backbone that structures Max’s actions and incentivises his return visit to Miss Cross. In short, ‘Concrete and Clay’ works to expand out any one of the frames in ‘Making Time’, a picturing of cause that gives rise to effect. The montage labours to align intention with result, in earning Miss Cross’s affirmation (‘impressive’, she nods, and the living Rosemary – instead of Max’s deceased mother – becomes his implied audience). The song’s bouncy rhythm, its jaunty one-note chant, conveys love in a form that feels summery, energetic, easy to tap a foot to or nod along with. The music seduces us into complicity, if not with Max’s motives at least with Rushmore’s verve and pacing, its pleasing repression of actual labour and satisfying portrait of work that gets done.

‘Summer Song’

A softer and folksier piece than ‘Making Time’ and ‘Concrete and Clay’, Chad & Jeremy’s ‘Summer Song’ (1964) begins as Blume signs the cheque for the aquarium. This infusion of capital shapes Rosemary’s appreciation for fish (an extension of her husband’s passion) into expensive spectacle, despite her contentment with modest classroom aquariums. The opening sustained lyric ‘Treeeeeeess’ matches with a gentle guitar, incongruous with the flickering sparks, hard hats and industrial interior of Blume Enterprises. The montage gives way to Max’s stumbling to carry a pile of books across the Rushmore courtyard, as the camera laterally tracks right with his movement. Max’s ambitious research begins with abundance, as he labours beneath towering resources, learning condensed into this effort to move while bearing the material weight of knowledge (the pages of these books, themselves trees, processed).

‘Trees’, sings out the vocal harmony, captioning the courtyard’s live oaks, their neighbours soon threatened by Max’s plans for the aquarium’s foundation. The lyrics emphasise the trees’ seasonal movement, in the ‘summer breeze’ that shows ‘off their silver leaves’, as Dirk and Max screen a film for their aquarium research. Yeoman’s camera zooms into the 16mm fish as the lyrics (‘soft … kisses on a summer’s day’) tenderly suffuse The Living Ocean and Rushmore itself with a romantic regard for moving animal life. This biocentric concern pulls away in the next shot, as the camera tracks left with Max, designating trees – the song’s opening, living subject – to be felled in his ground-clearing ambitions.
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The song’s lyrics describe a romantic couple just as Max hands money to a pet store clerk and collects his newly purchased fish from a tank. As ‘Summer Song’ situates dawning love in delicate natural imagery, Max holds up two plastic bags of swimming fish outside Miss Cross’s classroom window; he nods to the bag as he widens his grin, revealing his braces. As Miss Cross admires the fish that Max adds to the tank, they share a look. The camera tilts up as the song’s volume lowers to catch her ‘thank you’.

This montage ends before the song’s lyrics move into their subsequent perspective-taking, situating love’s end with seasonal passage. Though ‘Summer Song’ – in its entirety – combines carpe diem (this special day!) with sic transit gloria (reminding that this special day, this beautiful season, will end), Rushmore’s ‘Summer Song’ lives in the fantasy of living forever in the first verse, the ‘soft kisses’ and ‘summer’s day’ without the requisite ending.

Built of shots that accumulate and/or replace each other, this montage conjoins economic trade (Blume’s investment purchases Max’s fish) with biocentric attention (Max studies fish) and romantic framing (lyric summer imagery in service of the couple). While seasons change cyclically, this montage’s action moves linearly, via exchanges that commodify Rosemary’s gratitude (from Blume’s cheque to research to pet shop to her smile). In contrast with the montage’s sequentiality, the lyrics and cyclic chord progression of ‘Summer Song’ linger in a fleeting moment, haunted by its (here unsung) dissolution.

While ‘Making Time’ insists upon Max’s significance, a protesting-too-much excess that betrays hopes for validation, and ‘Concrete and Clay’ tries to make heroic his ill-founded campaign to save Latin, ‘Summer Song’ tries to naturalise Max’s scheming manipulation as foolhardy and extreme, capital-driven trades for miscast affection, compared with the gentleness of seasonal change.

‘Here Comes My Baby’

Max’s unauthorised aquarium project – particularly the noisy spectacle of ground-breaking (replete with a school band and raging chainsaw) – tips the scales on his already failing academic record and motivates his expulsion. In a reconciliatory scene, after Max apologises for his drunken outburst towards Rosemary’s date, Rosemary asks Max, ‘Do you think you can make a go of it and settle down at Grover Cleveland?’ Max affirms, ‘Yeah … but I need a tutor.’ Max’s irrepressible downward smirk casts his need as a hopeful question, synchronous with the opening notes of ‘Here Comes My Baby’, rising gradually in volume until it overtakes the diegetic sound and brings about – this pattern familiar by now – an action-oriented montage. Writes Joshua Gooch: ‘The very phrase “make a go of it” encapsulates Anderson’s central thematic … In “making a go of it,” Max externalises his subjectivity, activating it through activity.’78 Written and performed by Yusuf/Cat Stevens (1967), the chirpy ‘Here Comes My Baby’ (unlike ‘Concrete and Clay’ or ‘Summer Song’) is not a declaration to the beloved so much as an upbeat announcement to a third party.

This montage’s visuals conform to both a falling-in-love and home-sweet-family genre, blurring romance and family portrait: in an evening tennis match, Max replaces Blume in his courtside chair, beside Rosemary; in the first-grade classroom after hours, Max watches with brow-furrowed intention as Rosemary instructs him in geometry; at a Grover Cleveland basketball game, Rosemary and Herman share an extended soft look in the bleachers, as Max rallies the crowd.

This montage deepens the Max-centredness of Rushmore’s action, insofar as Cross and Blume exist only in relation to Max’s presence. The montage further conveys Max’s delusional and egocentric projection of the availability of Rosemary, who seemingly neither prepares for class nor marks student work (save their earlier lemonade library ‘date’) and smilingly abides his calendar as if he’s primary scheduler, orchestrator and director. According to Max’s fantasy, Rosemary and Blume never occupy a space where Max is not present, and their time away from school is wholly occupied with Max-oriented action.

As close as Rushmore gets to the learning-is-fun magic of The Sound of Music’s ‘Do-Re-Mi’ montage, ‘Here Comes My Baby’ collapses time in a fantasy of education and labour: these characters work together successfully (Max’s teacher nods encouragingly in handing back Max’s C− on his geometry exam), and this collaborative work yields both learning and family-building. Ambiguity regarding the actual shape of the latter creates trouble, however, as Rosemary operates within this dynamic with a clear conscience regarding their relationship’s ‘strictly platonic’ contours, which Max conveniently represses or intentionally overlooks.

One scene prior to the aforementioned tender understanding with Rosemary, Max bragged to Magnus (Stephen McCole) of having enjoyed a hand job from Mrs Calloway (Connie Nielsen): ‘You think I got kicked out for just the aquarium? … it was worth it,’ Max boasts. He shifts quickly from crude (with Magnus) to vulnerable (with Rosemary), his behaviour both flailing and driven. ‘Here Comes My Baby’ suggests Max’s blissful naivety in imagining romantic success (she’s his ‘baby’, enlivened in a montage that establishes her as more real than fantasy, in contrast with her status as a beloved drive-orienting object in ‘Concrete and Clay’ and ‘Summer Song’) and in his missing the explicit triangulation of this affection to include Blume (the lyrics also reveal betrayal, after all, as ‘she’s with another guy … never to be mine, no matter how I try’).

‘A Quick One (While He’s Away)’

Building from misunderstandings within the previous montage, this sequence features Rushmore’s ugliest actions of cruellest intention organised within staggeringly impeccable form. Somehow the childishness and severity of Max’s and Blume’s vengeful acts are both amplified and countered by operatic strains, a reciprocal grandiosity of gesture and musicality. While previous montages align musical movement with song beginnings, this montage matches the final three minutes of The Who’s miniature rock-opera ‘A Quick One (While He’s Away)’ (nearly fourteen minutes in its entirety) with the ramping up of on-screen action, as if Blume and Max enter a play already begun, a musical coda of sorts, as voices chime together and vocals alternate between operatic falsetto and screaming wildness. Rick Moody writes about the song:

In all honesty, it’s hard for me to listen to this section of ‘A Quick One’ without weeping, and I listen to it pretty often. My feeling, and I admit it is a lofty feeling, is that Pete [Townshend], in this moment, has somehow managed to channel something like a God’s-eye-view of absolution. … Pete has figured out how to render compassion for the easily tempted of the world … and has announced, as the song does, that we are all absolved … I always believe him.79

Moody further speculates about The Who’s autobiographical underpinnings of ‘A Quick One’, entangling betrayal and trauma that coalesce into a conclusive redemption. Rushmore harnesses this layered tonality.
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A series of eight two-beat electric guitar notes accompany Blume’s realisation that Max has flooded his hotel room with bees. With a cut to Max – emerging from an elevator, wearing a thieved hotel uniform that quietly answers any questions about his access – the half notes expand into whole notes, a musical opening up or slowing down that matches Max’s slow-motion exit. This moment eludes my better judgement: Max’s sticking gum to the wall is ridiculous, nonsensical, littering, yet the synthesis of musical bravado with the gap between Max’s fantastical self-perception and his actuality makes for an incongruity at once comedic – exhilarating, even, in its absurdity – and more complex. Rushmore forces our seeing from within Max’s subjectivity (his heroic self-perception, via music, slow motion, gesture) and beyond it (in our time with Blume).

The contrivance – Herman’s leaving home based on Max’s revealing his infidelity, revenge for Dirk’s revenge after Max’s lies about Dirk’s mother – is at once childlike (Dirk’s crayon-written note, Max’s picnic lunch for Mrs Blume) and intensely grown-up (a marriage at stake, and likewise human lives, in the swarming bees, the cut brakes). This version of ‘A Quick One’ (Live at Leeds, 1970) escalates into a tangle of musical lines on a par with David Bowie/ Queen’s masterpiece ‘Under Pressure’, a compounding of melodies, a wreck of angry chords underlying the falsetto repetition ‘you are forgiven’, accusatory (casting ‘you’ as ‘forgiven’ instead of more vulnerably offering ‘I forgive you’) and forgiving. The gorgeous formal rising vocals seem both orchestrated and a mess, like the montage itself, its causes and effects mixed up, like the emotions of a mournful fifteen-year-old, recently expelled from his aspirational home.

‘It’s like a dream to be with you again,’ sings Townshend, as Blume places Max’s bicycle under his car to run it over. Nothing here is romantic, and the contrast between the song’s dream and the film’s action proves tragic, outrageous, hilarious. Yet, one scene later, as Max rides smoothly on a new bicycle, something of the white reflector on the front wheel draws the eye towards the continuity of this counterclockwise turning within the bicycle’s right-to-left linear movement, just as Townshend’s falsetto reaches a crescendo. An audiovisual whirring, the wheeling image of the circling white reflector aligns perfectly with rising falsetto, a synaesthetic correspondence that feels ecstatic, transcendent. Max rides his bicycle – even though he’s on his way to cut Herman’s brakes – in strange aesthetic bliss, deriving from the synchronicity of movement with music. Max’s gum on the wall, the bees in the hotel, the bicycling towards cutting the breaks: utterly juvenile actions gain falsely heroic traction through movement in tandem with operatic falsetto.

Through ‘pummelling music [that] … underline[s] the nasty nature of the characters’ deeds and amplify[ies] the momentum of the action’,80 this montage compresses and jumbles time, connecting in close succession each escalating act of mutually assured and vehicular-focused (bicycle, car) destruction. This sequence captures vividly a sense of Max’s surprising himself in play-acting at coolness, at causing serious trouble and consequence. The frenzied guitar winds down as Blume’s brake-less car rolls to a stop, and the music again picks up as police officers escort a handcuffed Max through the hallway. The music projects his vigilantism as romantic tragedy.
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These plot events inspire less a mimetic knowing (‘ah, the time I rode my bicycle to cut car brakes’, we likely do not recall, hardly a ubiquitous coming-of-age experience) than the echoing of sensation: the way that being young means moving your body – means learning to move your body – to music that feels grand and grown-up, surprised to discover even a fleeting moment of synchronicity or physical command seemingly otherwise only available to adults. Schwartzman’s own memories of shooting this scene connect his dawning confidence as an actor with Max’s self-assurance, that the gum-on-wall was Schwartzman’s spontaneous gesture, added in synchronisation with this song playing on set. Referring in title to fast and secret sex, ‘A Quick One’ invites nostalgia for any moment of hubris or foolishness when we thought ourselves triumphant, emergent, proud in our skin, ennobled in the world, however naively (the pleasure of Max’s play-acting here is further a privilege of his whiteness, as innumerable Black male teenagers have had their lives tragically cut short, not given the benefit of the doubt or a chance to learn, relative to law enforcement or neighbourhood watch).

‘I Am Waiting’

‘She’s my Rushmore,’ Blume tells Max, an attempt to translate his affection for Rosemary into terms understandable to Max. ‘Yeah, I know. She was mine, too,’ Max replies, walking downhill from his mother’s grave, his footfalls crunching the dried leaves. This overcast day and quiet attempt at understanding mute the volume and soften the histrionics of ‘A Quick One’, yet the dialogue violates Rosemary’s status as a human and turns her into an object, placed in a series of exchanges that equate her with an institution and unrequited love. Instead of a bold action that kickstarts the montage, Max resignedly walks into the background (a spatial contrast from his movement towards the camera in the beginning of ‘Making Time’ and ‘A Quick One’).

The opening strains of The Rolling Stones’s ‘I Am Waiting’ (1966) match Max’s descent as he literally and figuratively settles into a wintry season, aurally captioned with the refrain ‘I am waiting’. This montage’s early changes emerge less from Max’s desires than from routine action: the scheduled bus taking him to his father’s barbershop, the habitual motions of scissors and razor in Max’s work, his taking out the trash and the gravitational falling of the oak in the cemetery (either affirming or undermining Max’s control, given his original plan that it would fall on Blume).

The song’s sullen opening picks up the pace as additional instruments gather alongside the louder drums: ‘See it come along’, wails Mick Jagger’s emboldening vocals, almost becoming visible in reminding that this wistful and frail voice has a body. Such quickening feels like a pedagogical gift when I’m playing this scene for my students, a palpable shift from malaise into a bubbling of classroom-spanning intensity, as the scene’s fragility transforms into assuredness. In this moment, Rushmore thrills me for what film – not just this film, but any film, or any good film – can be: an energising and multitudinous form that looks forward and backwards, that conjures vivacity, that restores life. The ‘waiting for someone to come out of somewhere’ by contrast halts and fractures the boldness, a choppier quarter-note staccato, short breaths that almost seem to blow the leafy bushes and Margaret Yang’s hair in the crisp November afternoon.

After quietening briefly to make audible Margaret’s diegetic – ‘Hi, I was wondering if Max was home’ – Jagger’s voice changes into a fuller-throated wail, less percussive and more melodic. As Margaret extends the succulent to Max’s father, a high angle behind Bert’s shoulder wraps both the giving and receiving within this affirmative lyric that promises discovery.
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In its titular ‘waiting’ that accompanies brittle November, this montage slows down the previous sequences. Combining stillness and suspension, the editing expands the film’s narrational range: Max imagines other characters in places where he doesn’t exist, and – despite the choreography and stylisation relative to his in-frame positioning (as if Rosemary and Max share a meal together, via screen direction, despite the cut emphasising their separate homes) – at least he acknowledges that they have a life outside of his, that they can exist in rooms where he isn’t calling the shots. A 1990s Texan microversion of Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1929), ‘I Am Waiting’ veers towards the omniscient in establishing parallels among Rushmore’s protagonists, quiet in their slumbering towards a new becoming. This broadening narrational range suggests Max’s expanding compassion, his thinking about people’s experiences and feelings beyond his own (in ways kinder than a morbid curiosity about the revenge wreaked by his unleashed bees, say).

Previous montages have involved a successive exchange, and ‘I Am Waiting’ challenges our discerning of equivalencies (which objects are replacements, gifts, trades?). Margaret’s succulent functions both as gift and impetus, the prop that Max holds in his hands at the montage’s end, propelling his fence-jumping return to the cemetery that began the sequence, presumably heading to his mother’s grave.81 Through audiovisual layering, gestures and objects gather meaning, a compounding that matches the lyrics’ shift from ‘I am waiting’ to ‘we’re waiting’. This pluralisation of the singular pronoun expands a narrower perspective to include a broader community, in lyrics that overlap the red velvet curtains opening upon December. This expansive move characterises Rushmore itself, as subsequent chapters explain.

‘Oh, Yoko!’

After their reconciliation (detailed in the next chapter), Max and a freshly shaven Blume exit Bert Fischer’s barbershop and walk briskly in a mobile two shot. Max asks Blume as to his net worth (over $10 million): ‘Good, good … cause we’re going to need all of it,’ Max responds, at which point the opening notes of John Lennon’s ‘Oh, Yoko!’ (1971) offer musical reaction to Max’s renewed verve. Any learning or growth that Max may have done thus far is here undermined by his resurgent and (now more) expensive aquarium-building drive. A Rocky-like training montage ensues (for what do they train?), as they synchronise their steel pipe calisthenics in Blume’s factory, exercise their strength and agility, blend smoothies in Blume’s office, ride bicycles, pop wheelies and consult with their architect (and Dirk) in the baseball diamond near the already felled trees (it is curious that nobody has cleared the sawed-off portions, from Max’s months-ago-now aquarium ground-breaking, as if no time has passed between Max’s Rushmore days and his present situation).

Written by Lennon for his wife Yoko Ono, this song repeats his beloved’s name amidst the refrain ‘my love will turn you on’. Sean O’Neal writes:

While Herman probably (hopefully) isn’t calling out Max’s name in the bath, it suggests they’ve found a similarly codependent companionship … Along with the breezy saccharinity of Chad & Jeremy’s ‘A Summer Song’ … it’s one of Rushmore’s more knowingly precious moments. Although, in both cases, their straightforward pop simplicities are a feint, a setup for the intrusion of complicated reality into easy-listening fantasy.82

The montage’s audiovisual streamlining rationalises into seemingly linear momentum the turns from economic capital to rejuvenated friendship, from aquarium-planning to playwriting.

The sequence features a clean supplanting of the existing baseball diamond with an adjacent aquarium campus, the new model replacing the old, in visual shorthand for the transactions and displacements that undergrid Rushmore’s structure. The film also opens to include the world – to welcome Max’s community – as one of the film’s most independently joyful frames (red kites buzzing chaotically against a blue sky on a sunny day, a yellow kite streaming and shining left to right) presents Max and Dirk as ‘Kite Flying Society Co-Founders’. Max’s pattern of solo leadership evolves into a collaborative balance of power.
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Motivated by the capital-infused aquarium project that ultimately flops (‘I never asked anybody to build me an aquarium,’ Rosemary points out), this love song of lighthearted acoustic guitar and buoyant piano moves towards Max’s most successful creative act: instead of pursuing misguided drives, here Max writes! The joyful kite scene cuts to a revealing close-up of his typewriter case, in increasingly close scale, emphasising its inscription: ‘Bravo, Max! Love, Mom.’ Something of Lennon’s love for Yoko conflates with the on-screen maternal love, and finally the memory of Max’s mother becomes generative instead of debilitating: Max sets up a makeshift workstation – metal table and chair, Thermos, pile of paper – beside the chain-link fence (festively strung with Christmas lights) that separates his house from the cemetery, and he begins to type.
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Writing of Anderson’s oeuvre, James MacDowell claims that we might ‘acknowledge and find amusing failings or limitations to which these characters are themselves blind, [yet] we are nonetheless encouraged to admire the tireless enthusiasm with which such protagonists pursue their ambitions’.83 Each of these montages clarifies the fissures between Max’s excesses and the world around him, the combined absurdity and ‘innocence’ (in MacDowell’s argument) characterised by ‘unwavering belief and faith undaunted by the probability of failure’.84 Max’s visible actions contradict his previous realisations to the extent that his forward-pushing drive both sweeps us along and admits its implausibility, a knowing that situates our perspective beyond Max’s interiority as compassion (instead of superiority). Despite the speed and drive that define these montages, Rushmore makes room for our discernment of these gaps, occasions that let the film breathe and rest. The following chapter takes up these moments that reflect and reveal the complexity that belies the film’s otherwise emphatic causality.


3 Slowness/ Grace

Though Rushmore’s montages speed along with intensity and clarity, its moments of ambiguity introduce grace and slowness, in a form subtler than Max’s desire-driven sequences or genre-derivative plays. Though his compulsive lies and sometimes-cruelty can render him insufferable, the film gives – I intentionally here shift from ‘Max’ to the ‘film’ – Max and us space and time to appreciate the emotional resonance that arises in moments of pause and slight gestures of affirmation. Though hardly an example of ‘slow cinema’, Rushmore nonetheless incorporates subtleties that, relatively speaking, complicate instead of simplify the film. It’s in the fact that Max’s obsessive efforts don’t yield their desired effect, that his intentions are fallible, that his hopes never match synchronously or in kind with his reality, that the film’s warmth emerges. Despite a title that foregrounds rushing and excess, this film redirects such energy towards a grace that exceeds the bluntness of Max’s theatrical projects.

Max’s efforts to wrest control from formlessness and unpredictability create the predictable action-driven montages, pressurised sequences that sometimes rupture into greater realism or blossom into what Martin Scorsese appreciates as ‘transcendent moments’. (Writing of Rushmore and Bottle Rocket, Scorsese claims, ‘Anderson knows how to convey the simple joys and interactions between people so well and with such richness. This kind of sensibility is rare in movies.’85) Both formal (structured by the film) and personal (individuated by memory and experience, as many of Rushmore’s critics lyrically convey), these moments give rise to ‘the serialization of moments of revelation’, Paul Willemen’s lovely conception of cinephilia as an affective and engaging practice.86 These moments open the film beyond Max’s tight control and gesture towards our engagement as an audience. True to such a catalogue form, this chapter loosens the film’s tautness towards a series of sketches that bracket such moments for reflection.

Detailed in exhilarating and rigorous books and essays,87 cinephilia – fundamentally a movie-love that compels a critical, theoretical and historical approach to film experience, one that takes off from affective moments – begins within a personal experience of film. Studying Rushmore closely and repeatedly in my writing, I feel myself sometimes giggling in these moments, less for comedy than for a giddy joy that surrounds a swell of feeling; I sometimes replay these scenes – as a professor, as a fan – in an exertion of my own control over Rushmore’s pacing: a way of keeping for longer, or repeating, beloved scenes. These moments weather the pressure of history and mean something new and layered with each iteration, therein carrying the memory of previous screenings and circumstances, and continuing to change as we age. Not quite ‘pillow shots’ that afford retrospection and anticipation (Noël Burch’s term for Yasujiro Ozu’s incorporation of a time to rest within his films) or ‘charmed spaces’ that supplant fear and despair with joy and celebration (Jesse Kalin’s phrase for Ingmar Bergman’s magical and timeless sequences that ease narrative pressure), Rushmore hints at yet avoids an all-out giving of time or giving of enough time. This chapter pauses the film to highlight my own ‘serialization of moments of revelation’ (which may or may not overlap with yours).
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The previous chapter begins with Max’s sharing ‘the secret’ with Blume (of pursuing a love-driven passion), yet, especially with repeat viewing, form undermines such confident dialogue: Max exerts effort, after all, to lean down into the passenger window, and he smiles widely (showcasing his braces) and squints, making legible his hopes to see and be seen; his excessively gelled hair flies slightly feathery against the afternoon breeze. Rushmore seems to pause an extra beat in this close-up, rendering Max as not confident but vulnerable in his waiting (his ‘youthful gawkiness … more endearing than annoying’, claims Seitz88). Max is trying, the film telegraphs, is working to figure things out. Rushmore distributes this gentleness among characters and environments.

Seasons

‘I miss Rushmore. I miss the seasons, watching the leaves change,’ Max tells Rosemary, after his expulsion. Though Rushmore Academy is ‘only three blocks away’ from his new school, Grover Cleveland (as Rosemary points out to Max, in a scripted line cut from the film), Max’s illogical statement betrays his grief in missing the inimitable way that a beloved place uniquely conveys seasonal change. Leaves change at Max’s family home; they change, also, at Grover Cleveland. Leaves change in the community (the never-quite-explicitly-named city of Houston) and in the world, but Max shrinks his nostalgia into a particular longing for Rushmore’s seasons, sic transit gloria in visible form.
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Like most of Max’s lines, ‘I miss the seasons’ offers equal parts naivety and profundity; further, this mention of seasonal change calls our attention to the living trees (spared from his ambitious tree-felling) that bear natural witness to Max and Rosemary’s exchange and serve as a midpoint to the space between them (even more present through the squashed depth of the telephoto lens). Immediately following Max’s exploitative lies about Mrs Calloway and preceding the self-deceptive ‘Here Comes My Baby’ sequence, this conversation with Rosemary offers a point of connection in real time that slows narrative pacing through a wistfulness for and visualisation of trees – no longer ‘swaying in the summer breeze’ but an autumnal backdrop to and subject of Max’s nostalgia.

Just after Max waxes sentimental for Rushmore’s changing leaves, he holds up the library copy of Cousteau’s Diving for Sunken Treasure, a book Rosemary immediately recognises as a gift from her husband, Edward Appleby, when he was thirteen and visiting her in England (after his death, she donated the book to Rushmore’s school library). A non-diegetic force as gentle and dynamic as the autumnal wind (manifest in their slightly rippling hair and clothing), Mark Mothersbaugh’s delicate musical piece ‘Edward Appleby’ accompanies this scene, as Rosemary and Max flip through the pages in a rare moment of shared interiority (the point-of-view shot of the book is theirs, together). Lighter than a driving British Invasion pop song, ‘Appleby’ offers a musical warmth akin to Bach’s ‘Prelude in C Major’ (also written for harpsichord), its floating variations that open, repeat, rise and fall. Closing with an additional layering of softly chiming bells, ‘Appleby’ offers – subtler than John Williams, say, but as impactful – a profound leitmotif of becoming and connecting.
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Birth

The ‘I miss Rushmore’ scene musically and emotionally matches Max and Rosemary’s first aquarium scene. This stunning tracking sequence includes Max’s spontaneous visit to Rosemary’s classroom, their tentative connection (Max saved Latin, impressive!), Max’s halting jealousy (to learn of her husband), the resulting sympathy (in learning that he’s dead) and the invitation (whether felt or imagined) for Max to blurt out his comparable loss.

After a series of dancerly re-blockings that alternately pair and separate characters as they walk along the extended aquarium row, Max and Rosemary pause, framed together. Max asks, ‘Now what’s going on in here?’ Rosemary yields an easier smile, and the two of them crouch synchronously to peer into the aquarium: ‘These were just born,’ she announces, as the swimming fish introduce new movement (watery, suspended) to the otherwise gravity-bound frame. (Incipit vita nova, Dante writes, ‘a new life begins’, conflating intimacy with birth, as love makes new the world.89)
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This revealing conversation itself carries the world. I love the intense compounding of becoming in this frame, entangled and ambiguous: the beholding of new life and dawning friendship; the beginning of a destructive unrequited crush; the naming out loud of loss towards its being shareable. These ‘just born’ neon tetras look rather grown, and the film’s liberty with time makes relative the ‘just born’ – younger than the others but not exactly newborn by scientific standards, in keeping with the relative temporality by which Max and Rosemary both bear their respective trauma.

A far cry from Max’s montages that insist upon his desires, this sequence includes gestures and looks that, despite a basic readability (both characters, grieving and curious), also introduce opacity and complexity, motives and desire confounding. What mix of opportunism and mourning compels Max’s blurting out that his mother has died? To what extent does Rosemary see Max as a crushing student, a motherless child, a ghost of her husband, a classroom assistant, a new friend? How self-aware are either Max or Rosemary of their tangled-up exchange? Does this or any scene between them ever seem reciprocal and transparent, and with mutual understanding?

‘Edward Appleby’ and Mark Mothersbaugh

Rushmore periodically offers us such intervals of slower time and wonderment that – as Chapter 5 expands – teach a way of being and a means of attention. I realise the power of these scenes when I hear, in memory, the ‘Appleby’ motif in my days, transforming repeated actions into light-filled moments, threading together times with my children: reaching for a cup to get them water, say, or helping my four-year-old pull on his pants, a maternal attention and wistful remembering that I now associate with – and derive from – a shared gaze at newborn fish or a memory-laden book.

When considered within a linear cause–effect sequence, Max seems stubbornly unable to learn or grow (these ‘Appleby’ scenes appear after and before his various cruelties), and the film cycles repeatedly between Max’s endearing vulnerability and his egregious transgressions. ‘Appleby’ – especially as it gives rise to the subsequent musical pieces ‘Kite Flying Society’ and ‘Margaret Yang’s Theme’ – might be Max-as-director’s own effort in scoring warmly these scenes of contact, themselves echoing and enabling Mothersbaugh’s dulcimer and harpsichord score. Anderson praises Mothersbaugh’s music as central to the film: ‘The music Mark made completed the movie. It was more than exactly what I was hoping for. It was something that was original to it. The tone of the movie was not here until his music was there.’90 Sean O’Neal concurs, albeit more bluntly: ‘[Max is] an entitled, controlling little creep, but Mothersbaugh’s score at least gives Max’s shittiness the forgiving veneer of youthful exuberance.’91 Instead of music that merely ‘accompanies’ a film, Michel Chion’s term of ‘co-irrigation’ seems helpful here: ‘irrigating evokes the idea of a nurturing fluid that can spread out and branch into channels to flow through’.92 Such a bold conception affords a ‘dynamic animating principle of creation and maintenance of energy’, according to Chion.93

Even as the ‘leaves changing’ and the ‘just born’ scenes convey newfound realisation and connection, the ‘Appleby’ motif heightens the dynamism – these notes, as they rise and fall, like multiple, tiny points of light – within the real time of their conversation. Accordingly, even as the music moves within intervals dazzling and patterned, these scenes slow the film through sheer density, not of physical time and space (as with a montage) but of emotional cartography: the characters’ interiority, their trauma and hopes, and our projections thereof, mingled with our own memory and desire.

Bert Fischer

‘When Max’s father comes along – an unassuming barber played by the always majestic Seymour Cassel – the film really takes off, and a whole new acreage of Max’s character opens up,’ writes Jonathan Romney.94 Introduced after giving Max a haircut in the barbershop, Bert offers gentle assurance (‘it could have been worse’) to his son, despondent after a failed geometry exam (‘I don’t know what to do anymore,’ Max confesses). Bert’s generous pen – shifting a ‘3’ into an ‘8’ with the slightest stroke – fancifully transforms a struggling teenager into a confident hero, a real-time action akin to the delusional montages previously described. Scored by Paul Desmond’s jazzy ‘Take Ten’, Max and Bert’s tender intimacy – arguably the most honest of the film – enjoys a realistic style, as a tracking shot walks with Max and Bert, continually reframed together. Max considers how his extracurriculars have interfered with academics, and Bert agrees, yet reifies Max’s heroic self-conception (‘You’re like one of those clipper ship captains … married to the sea’). Their easy rapport defines a scene of literal coming-home together, yet Bert – at least until the film’s third act – occupies a site of shame for his son, as Max publicly creates a false image of his father as a neurosurgeon (‘Personally, I could never see myself cutting open somebody’s brain, but he seems to enjoy it,’ Max humble-brags to Blume).
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After a successful Serpico performance, Max lies to his crestfallen father about an exclusive ‘cast and crew only’ gathering, excluding his father from his planned ‘invitation only’ dinner with Blume and Rosemary. His betrayal feels particularly crushing, as does Bert’s matter-of-factness in withholding judgement when Max clips short his father’s encouragement to return to school (‘I like being a barber … but I always thought you’d try another line of work,’ offers Bert, to which Max replies, ‘Pipe dreams, Dad, I’m the barber’s son’). Within a frame marked by homespun holiday décor (lights strung along the shop window, artificial candle in the door), Yeoman’s camera pauses to watch Bert fasten his plaid trapper hat under his chin and tuck his plaid Thermos under his arm, habitual gestures of his routine into which he situates his discomfort at Max’s rejection. These lows set up the earnestness of ‘one of the most heartbreaking moments of the film’,95 in Max’s eventual public claiming of his father in all his truth. In an act of reconciliation just prior to the ‘Oh, Yoko!’ montage, Max invites Blume to the barbershop and introduces his father, yielding Blume’s soft, wordless realisation of Bert’s occupation within the perfect timing of A Charlie Brown Christmas’s climactic ‘Hark, the Herald Angels Sing!’ (holidays, children!) – specifically, the moment that the Peanuts cast bursts from their restrained humming into joyous, shouty vocalisation of the lyrics – that greets the characters and spectators upon entry to the barbershop.
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Blume’s introduction to Bert immediately follows Max’s sidewalk apology, wherein Max offers Blume one of his Rushmore pins (‘you could wear one, and I’ll wear the other’). Offered the choice between Max’s ‘attendance’ and ‘punctuality’ awards, Blume says, ‘I’ll take punctuality,’ and they walk into the barbershop. Blume’s emphasis upon punctuality cues us to notice this especially punctual arrival of holiday music, the crossing of the threshold to Max’s father’s barbershop a welcome, celebratory ‘heralding’ of the film’s reconciliatory act. When Bert beams and claps with a proud ‘that’s my Maxie!’ following the final play, and through his presence in the post-play celebration (no longer squeezed out but welcomed), Rushmore marks the redemptive and positive change in this father–son relationship.
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Margaret Yang and Dirk Calloway

Resonant within the ‘I Am Waiting’ montage, the deeply loving exchange between Bert and Margaret Yang conveys their shared concern for Max’s health. As Margaret hands Bert the succulent, the montage slows and makes audible their dialogue, grounded in real time and diegetic sound, such that we register their bond of mutual care.
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Several scenes later, Margaret flies her remote-control plane into Max’s visual field. As Max praises Margaret’s flying skills (‘nice landing’), Mothersbaugh’s musical piece ‘Kite Flying Society’ – a variation and expansion of ‘Appleby’ – smooths over a cut to a medium close-up of Margaret. Mothersbaugh’s ‘Kite Flying Society’ lends their conversation a formal shape that echoes Max’s past ‘Appleby’ scenes with Rosemary, while the music’s introduction of new instrumental layers casts Margaret and Max’s friendship as a form all its own. Margaret’s close-up conveys the cold atmosphere relative to her warmth: she pulls her olive knit scarf down from her mouth to speak, and she approaches Max and Dirk with wilfulness and open eyes (Margaret is the only character who seeks out Max’s friendship without any delusions of his grandeur, yet the crayon flight plan hints that Dirk’s machinations enable this seemingly spontaneous meeting). From shot-reverse shot to a two shot that frames the characters together, the style creates togetherness from isolation.

After Margaret goes her way and Max and Dirk watch their kite against the sky, the sound of seagulls and ocean (first heard when Max encountered the Cousteau passage) fills the silence. Several beats pass, as the frame features a solitary yellow kite, sans sound or context – a slate-clearing moment that yields whatever projection we imagine right then. Yusuf/Cat Stevens’s gentle opening notes of ‘The Wind’ (1971) then warm a close-up of Max, his mouth shaping into an irrepressible smile: ‘Take dictation, please. Possible candidates for Kite Flying Society,’ with a softened timbre rare in this often shouty film.

The perfect timing of ‘The Wind’ emerges synchronous with Max’s decision to create a new Kite Flying Society, a structure built of his effort to forge an alliance with Margaret, as he discovers connection beyond his narrow egoistic circle. The tightly wound film seems to breathe in such a moment, to yawn and reset itself for a truer momentum not overburdened with bravado but moving towards openness and connection. Though the perfect song at the right time – buoyed by environmental elements, no less – is a familiar film trope (music that conveys interiority is the definition of melodrama, entrenched within pathetic fallacy), this change of pace functions as a benedictive lesson that transcends the crude still-learning quality of Max’s decision.

Repeat viewing leaves me newly seeing Dirk here, framed in close-up, his backlit eyelashes, his ear bent under the fold of his knit hat, his mouth slightly parting in visible delight at feeling useful, in bearing witness to his friend’s renewed joie de vivre. The music follows the previous pattern (rising drive = pop montage), and – especially on the heels of the melancholic wintry season of desaturated palette and listless waiting – it is hard to greet ‘The Wind’ with anything other than sheer gladness at energetic renewal, an eastering of spirit, near-resurrected in hope for connection and life. Anderson mentions that the catalogue of names that follow – the ‘possible candidates for Kite Flying Society’ – are actual former classmates of his. In a film of lies and cruelty, of ego and floundering, this scene plays like a gift, an assured renewal of spirit and in relation to friends old and new.
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Weather, temperature

Lending texture and depth to the frame and offering a brightness akin to the ‘glory’ explicit in the scene’s dialogue, golden leaves fall behind Rosemary in her and Max’s first conversation on the school bleachers. Inspired by years of teaching Louis Lumière’s short film Feeding the Baby (1895), I appreciate how the background leaves (and the invisible wind) give rise to the frame’s naturalistic action. Max and Rosemary’s initial conversation skims along life events superficially, while Max’s lateral movements (emphasised by his footfalls clanging on the metal bleachers) compare with the gravitational fall of the autumnal leaves. Throughout Rushmore, elemental forces of weather and temperature compete with and sometimes complement characters’ attempts to control their environment (e.g. Margaret’s science fair project, fraudulent in its claimed mastery of ‘Global Convection, Wind Systems and the Jet Streams’).
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Scenes of rain further call attention to atmospheric movement relative to human action. Crackling thunder accompanies Max’s expulsion scene, dialogue muted in favour of tumultuous weather sounding mimetically with his dreaded outcome. On a rainy night, Max feigns a bicycle–car accident and appears at Rosemary’s window, the precipitation heightening the urgency of his climbing inside. Towards the film’s end, during the Heaven and Hell intermission, rain pours beyond Blume, enjoying a cigarette break from a covered school patio. Synchronous with a variation of Mothersbaugh’s ‘Appleby’, Rosemary appears as a blurred figure in the deep space. She holds two coffees and creamers at her waist, walking slowly so as not to spill the liquid, in a deliberate pace that lifts the scene into a processional: how resplendent and restrained, this stylisation of a high school theatre intermission within strains not exactly matrimonial but nonetheless newly ceremonial in the solemn familiarity with which Rosemary and Herman turn towards each other (he holds the coffees; she pours the creamer – a working together that equalises them, accentuated by the overhead shot).

Aligned through the compounding musical motif of prior scenes (‘seasons’, ‘just born’ and ‘nice landing’), this moment echoes the gentle looks of discovered connection that had defined Max’s relationships, as if Max gives to Herman and Rosemary a form previously reserved for himself. Moreover, Rosemary carries her bouquet-like coffee-creamer in a processional walk to the strains of a musical piece bearing the name of her dead husband; and Herman breaks from the Vietnam dramatisation to share this softness with Rosemary. The pouring rain – more naturalistic than Mothersbaugh’s score or Max’s stage theatrics – makes warm and comfortable, by comparison, the closeness between Blume and Rosemary. The warmth of the coffee cups (steaming, handheld) and the luminosity and soft sound of the light rain introduce thermal variation and elemental sensation to the frame, inviting our imagining of the film’s atmospheric conditions.96 Even as their dialogue refers to Max’s control and his ‘latest opus’ (‘let’s hope it’s got a happy ending,’ Blume says haltingly, conflating Max’s matchmaking and stage play), naturalistic time and longer shot scale give these characters room to move and give us space to register their complicated attraction as something discovered more than insisted upon.
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Dedicated to the memory

In Rushmore, standing before his diegetic audience in a cinematic long shot, Max precedes his climactic final play with brief remarks:

I don’t usually do this, but this play means a lot to me, and I wanted to make a dedication. So I’ll just say that this play is dedicated to the memory of my mother, Eloise Fischer, and to Edward Appleby, a friend of a friend.
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At the mention of his mother, the film cuts to a close-up of Max’s father; at the mention of Edward Appleby, a comparable close-up of Rosemary.

The film’s editing honours Max’s efforts, through art, to establish a healing dialogue between him and those for whom he cares. After his dedication, Max’s swift turn from this sentimentality to an announcement of the possible need for safety glasses and earplugs means that we, too, regard not Max but this film in its pleasant shifts of tone, avoiding saccharine or cloying heartstrings and, in so doing, carving out room for our own projections.

Furthermore, in attempting to dramatise Herman’s military past, Max learns to see a world, however clumsily and amateur, through what he imagines Herman to have experienced. Instead of resisting or challenging Max’s authority to stage such trauma, Herman seems to appreciate the effort, his tearful eyes and leaning-forward posture conveying involvement. Attempting to make amends with all whom he has wronged, Max imagines what he has not experienced, cognisant of the author to whom he’s indebted, yet taking liberties with sensitive material. Max writes the script, sets the scene, acts the part and moves his audience.

Gerald Mast celebrates the ‘supreme moments of comic films’ as illustrations of sprezzatura, a Renaissance term that defines ‘art that conceals art, the supremely artificial that strikes as supremely natural.
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The great comedy endows the most contrived and artificial situations … with the impression of spontaneity.’97 In their final conversation of the film, Margaret praises Max for his performance in the last scene (‘I loved it when you grabbed onto the bottom of the chopper as it was taking off’), to which Max responds, ‘That was totally improvised.’

For all of Max’s control and planning, he didn’t script the ending to which she’s attached, a startling exception to the film’s own closure, which stylistically realises Max’s fantasy: though, narratively, the characters have all reconciled and sorted themselves into realistic couples (e.g. Max and Margaret plan a new play; Max acknowledges Margaret as his ‘new girlfriend’), the visual tableau creates a couple of Max and Rosemary, centred and framed by the surrounding cast of characters, as they dance into a slow motion that ushers in the closing curtain and credits. Moreover, Max cues the very song to which they dance (‘Here, let’s see if the DJ can play something with a little more … Reuben!’).

Though he doesn’t complete his sentence, the scene makes clear Max’s desire to change the course of the music, especially in his deliberate narrowed-eyes, finger-pointing clarification, as if to say, ‘now, that song about which I’d told you.’ He shifts the score from Django Reinhardt’s ‘Manoir de mes rêves’ (its wordlessness forcing the characters’ clunky dialogue to be audible) to a wistful dance party, as the rhythmic guitar chords of The Faces’s ‘Ooh La La’ emerge from a pregnant pause that interrupts the prior music.98 As if physically incarnating the music, Max nods his head in knowing synchronicity with the downbeats, as dialogue mutes in favour of a longing-filled, fantasy-fuelled shot-reverse shot between Miss Cross and Max.

The scene shifts from an awkwardly cued reconciliation and community-building exercise (in which characters’ tiny gestures in the background – tying knots, stepping on the spinning disco-ball-generated light – undermine the foreground reconciliatory actions) to an all-out slow-motion spectacle, from a chamber play-like drama (the camera witnessing multiple conflict resolutions, playing out with consciousness of the fourth wall, as if on stage) into a more vibrant film, expanded in screen duration through a photogénie99 beyond what Max’s theatrical performance could have accomplished. I feel with this closure, in which all the love seems abundant, possible, present and never mutually exclusive. In the final community-filled tableau, the dancing slows the film’s time-accelerating drive to a rare occasion of being and having instead of wanting. This final scene improves upon the film’s previous Max-powered tracking shots by letting everyone in, giving them room and time to be together: ‘everyone has a place’,100 even if arranged per Max’s desire. That this scene concludes a film that Seitz reads as ‘extended mourning’ offers an afterlife to the film’s entrenchment with loss.
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Closure, perpetuity, cinephilia

Rachael McLennan smartly reads this closure as foregrounding the ‘rite of passage as an experience of limits’,101 which I admire, in terms of the film’s plot; yet the film’s form transgresses these limits through its illusory hope. Rushmore’s closing scene moves towards a fuller more densely peopled frame, towards slower gestures appearing more deliberate within an extended take of an idyllic tableau of joy. In a scene that I’ve studied frame by frame with years’ worth of students (always learning more, always loving it more for what I learn), the film’s curtains close upon this wistful dance, as we take leave of Rushmore within this fragile happiness, sustaining the ephemeral beyond real time. Time expands around multiple creations of couples, together within the film frame, and Rushmore makes rather than unmakes its world, hinging upon the sober promise of fading glory to close with a shining.

Hardly an image of happiness itself (the opening of Chris Marker’s Sans soleil [1983] teaches me of the perils and beauty of such effort), Rushmore grows from a fantasy of solitary genius to a slowed-down community experience, movement everywhere, shot in depth, not static or frozen but becoming, a vertiginous arrest and activity. In this miraculous moment, all parties are alive, together, dancing, performing and actualising a kind of joy – no matter that the moments thereafter would likely include awkward missteps, or even malicious oversteps, that have defined Max’s behaviour prior.

Film Comment’s Mark Olsen claims that the slow motion commits this moment to memory: ‘one more tender, ebullient moment, tempered only by a sense that it may already be a memory, sweetly come and too quickly gone’.102 Convinced as I am by Olsen’s reading, I want to consider a kind of perpetuity, that this ending unfolds and continues beyond the film, behind those curtains, outside of our reach, perhaps in our imagination, an invitation to learn, within a non-traditional educational space.

Though Rushmore doesn’t exactly deploy an abundance of neorealist long shots and long takes, though its wide-angle lens squashes space and distorts the world around a human facial close-up, the film nonetheless teaches through moments of ambiguity. Of the closure, and of Rushmore’s gentle moments, writers and fans feel something, an abstract sensation that stands not for an answer but a suspension, not a deferral of clarity but a celebration of its absence, a not-knowing more about possibility than about certainty.

Pain, mercy

Much as this gentleness pleasantly elongates warm connection, comparable pauses also test and challenge difficult scenes. More than extending a scene’s pain, however, these pauses perhaps yield an opportunity for mercy or working through. After Max’s drunken confession to Miss Cross (‘and I’m in love with you’) at the post-Serpico dinner, for example, Rosemary’s college friend Peter (Luke Wilson) closes his eyes and looks to the side. Framed in close-up, Wilson’s performance introduces breathing room, an extra beat of silent witnessing that registers Thomas’s aforementioned quality of the ‘melancomic’.

More uncomfortably, sans any comedy whatsoever, Rosemary pauses after fending off Max’s violent confrontation in her classroom. Similarly, when Max feigns a bicycle accident in a desperate play for sympathy, Rosemary defers his attempted kiss with an undeserved softness, registering his attempt more as misstep than threat (even as her tenderness conveys also the learned response of women who resist an unwelcome advance with politeness for fear of greater physical harm). To Max’s kiss, my own students vocally cringe: ‘No, don’t do it!,’ they shout, more to the film than to the characters, concerned that Rushmore will go off the rails, transgressing a boundary it has thus far upheld. I hear in this discomfort the degree to which we’ve trusted the film to sympathise with Max without wholly endorsing his desire. Yet Rushmore quickly eases this concern (upon discovering Max’s deceit via the fake blood, Rosemary orders him to leave). That his deceit immediately precedes the kite sequence seemingly grants Max a newfound chance for redemption in his alliance with Dirk and Margaret.
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In other words, just as Rushmore’s speed and slowness are relative, likewise the film pictures a cycling of deceit and transparency. In trading pain for grace, in supplanting violence with consolation and compassion, Rushmore tests and measures what, over time, might be forgivable or redeemable. My and my students’ heightened discomfort with Max’s bad behaviour, after all, arises in part from the fact that Rushmore – released just months before the tragic Columbine school shooting (April 1999) – plays to an audience for whom a young, disgruntled, white male signals danger on a larger scale. That Rushmore, in the end, pictures a far brighter alternative to mass violence means that I come to cherish the film’s fantasy more with passing years, its fragile hope that tender gestures might heal pain and restore loss.

Though Rushmore encourages our focus upon Max as a subject, or even Blume and Rosemary through close-ups, the film works to invite gaps, to thwart identification, to withhold interiority, to heighten ambiguity, to invite instead our attention to exchanges of made and organic matter (carrots, notes, flight plan, calligraphic stationery, library book, bees, cheque, fish, pins, pocketknife, dynamite, succulent) that shift focus to the space between people, to the trees not in the background but on the same plane as humans, to the fish that swim and dazzle within the aquarium, to the dogs on the couch, the wind in the hair, the rain pouring down the window, the fires burning in the cemetery and on the Rushmore courtyard. Each new screening of Rushmore shakes us from character-centred attention (more happens than what these people do and want) towards appreciation for how form – for how film – mobilises elements and atmospheres. The next chapter takes up the cinephilia at the heart of this theatre-drenched film.


4 A World of Time (Not Things)

Michael Chabon suggests that Wes Anderson’s films, through miniaturisation, try to reassemble a broken world:

‘For my next trick,’ says Joseph Cornell, or Vladimir Nabokov, or Wes Anderson, ‘I have put the world into a box.’ And when he opens the box, you see something dark and glittering, an orderly mess of shards, refuse, bits of junk and feather and butterfly wing, tokens and totems of memory, maps of exile, documentation of loss. And you say, leaning in, ‘The world!’103

I love this conception, its focus on the things of his films, the intricate objects that might be collected, held, adored, celebrated, honoured as synecdoche or metonym, a fetish for what has been lost. Yet this description trades time for space, highlighting a tangibility more theatrical than cinematic and missing the ephemerality that makes film film. Chabon’s reading further imagines ‘the world’ as one equally accessible to every person, a ‘you’ more transcendental than embodied. Exemplary of many Anderson critics and scholars, Chabon’s privileging of materiality and universality does not entertain the ways that Anderson’s worlds become reachable thanks to a body, a particular subject position included within or excluded from this world-as-miniature assemblage.

Within this film built by passionate cinephiles, Blume’s ‘I’ll take punctuality’ calls us to notice perfect timing, an orchestration that feels spontaneous, a sprezzatura of the magical and serendipitous happening effortlessly within a nonetheless partly contrived circumstance. In multiple interviews, for example, Schwartzman recounts the story of his Rushmore casting with a delighted tone of ‘somehow this happened’, as if oblivious to the rarity that one’s family gathering might double as a casting opportunity. This chapter opens ‘the world’ of Rushmore to the movements thereof and privileges therein.

Sic transit gloria mundi

When Max meets Miss Cross, he shortens the Latin phrase sic transit gloria mundi – translated, ‘thus passes the glory of the world’, or ‘so passes worldly glory’ – to ‘Sic transit gloria … glory fades … Max Fischer.’ He introduces himself to Miss Cross by way of an appositive, as if ‘Max Fischer’ is faded glory itself. An effort to redeem himself after Miss Cross had to translate Nihilo sanctum estne (‘is nothing sacred?’), Max’s introduction betrays his preoccupation with fading glory as or at the expense of the world.

Sic transit gloria functions as Max’s epithet of sorts, governing his energies and doggedness (passing time, both nemesis and motivation). Yet his clipping of the phrase’s fuller historical and ceremonial weight supplants himself for the world. This forgetting of the world, this exclusion of context and history, is another way to describe (usually as critique) a formalist reading, foregrounding the style to the detriment of context. This question – whether to apologise for, praise, move beyond or attend to formal patterns – shapes the reception of Anderson’s oeuvre. Eugenie Brinkema writes:

Anderson’s films restate the fundamental and old fight at the heart of the question of formalism, or rather, how you feel about his films has much to do with how you feel about formalism: either agreeing with those who accuse it of abandoning the world … or defending the self-showing formal language for its sincere showing of a philosophical seriousness taken as prior and exterior to the cinematic object104

At once I approach Rushmore in the spirit of Brinkema’s ‘radical formalist’ reading of The Grand Budapest Hotel (2014)105 and, however incongruously, I also read Rushmore phenomenologically, insofar as form resonates, extends to, imagines and calls upon an audience, whose attention determines affect and meaning – an effort to open the film to the existential world beyond Max’s insularity.

Collecting, not things but moments

Donna Kornhaber reads Anderson’s films as ‘collector’s cinema’, privileging ‘the collector’s drive towards completism and the emotional relief such finitude promises’.106 Kornhaber claims that ‘Anderson’s films are always about characters who have in some way become separated from one collective group seeking to find or construct their way back to another’107 and reads Rushmore as an effort in ‘collecting’ family members relative to the film’s material collections (e.g. Max’s, Edward’s, etc.).

Kornhaber’s convincing argument helps me to appreciate the gap between Rushmore’s visible thing-ness and its audiovisual momentum. Instead of reinforcing a tableau materiality that becomes – thereby also eclipsing and delimiting – the world, this book moves beyond Rushmore’s materiality towards what moves and changes. Rushmore’s losing, finding, remembering, desiring, cringing, planning, reminiscing, dreaming: these changes happen at varying speeds, yielding varying outcomes. Consider Max’s haste and restlessness relative to montages and slow motion; Rosemary’s time-opening ‘these were just born’ relative to scenes of her tearful, quiet grief; Blume’s newly admiring ‘sharp little guy’ relative to his own mid-life insecurity; Dirk’s keen attention, Margaret’s bold vulnerability, Bert’s knowing reticence: Rushmore conveys these qualities through not objects alone but audiovisual dynamism that mobilises the film’s theatrical qualities into an argument about time and movement. Moreover, given Max’s serial obsessions and misguided desires (the quickness with which whim escalates to drive), these movements are not neutral. I am here thinking of Jean-Luc Godard’s claim that ‘tracking shots are a question of morality’, every camera movement exercising a look that decides what matters from a rich field of possibilities.

Rushmore creates such possibility through temporal density. In contrast with the materiality and timelessness that many scholars read in Anderson’s worlds, and by extension Rushmore, I appreciate how the film carries and creates so much time: Rushmore calls up ghosts in Edward Appleby, Eloise Fischer and Blume’s Vietnam; Rushmore musically conjoins Max’s and Miss Cross’s defining conversations; Rushmore looks towards a future (in the next school play, in Max’s Sorbonne or Harvard) or multi-verse (in Max’s named or implied fantasies). This time-brimming quality of Rushmore layers together the here and now and then and there, a forward projection and backward glance at once compounding, pregnant, anticipatory, retrospective and nostalgic. Rushmore reifies and expands film and art history through Max’s plays and the film’s intertextuality.

The film’s many arts, including and beyond Max’s theatrical productions, further set into relief this texture, each art introducing its own time of making and experience: Miss Cross’s student projects (flowers, rainbows, jellyfish); handmade correspondence (in crayon, calligraphy, typewriter); music (Max’s ‘St Vincent’ cassette, The Faces’s LP, Bert’s jazz barbershop soundtrack, Appleby’s Bach poster); photography (as evidence of infidelity and as a trace of Edward Appleby); painting (bearing Hans Holbein the Elder and Agnolo Bronzino’s visual influence); literature (Miss Cross reads Robert Louis Stevenson’s Kidnapped to her surprisingly enrapt first-graders); and film (as inspiration for stage plays and a resource in aquarium planning).

Despite the plot’s suggestion that theatre yields collaborative healing, Rushmore implicitly heralds cinema’s inimitable time-rich audiovisual complexity, a both/and art, alive to movement and geared towards archiving change. Focus on Rushmore’s thingness actualises a theatrical mode of attention, inclined towards mise en scène (which the film amply rewards); yet Rushmore further conditions the richness of reading for timing, with senses pricked keenly to the contingent, the whimsical, the spontaneous, the impetuous and unruly, the elemental – qualities reminiscent of Kracauer’s list of cinema’s ‘inherent affinities’ – in the striking audiovisual synchronicities.108

Objects yield connection among characters, yet Rushmore moves beyond objects to emphasise looks that live fleetingly or ‘punctuality’ that aligns preciously in the cinema. At once, Rushmore’s formal density encourages an audience who notices and attends to its motifs; yet, to my mind, the vibrance with which Rushmore moves and changes establishes a compounding that incorporates intertextual allusions alongside our projections, immaterial and temporal: every longing, every waiting, every walking towards, every reunion, every parting or loss, every fleeting joy, every precious look shared, every memory thereof.

Pauline Kael’s ‘affection and a few queries’

Crafting one such narrative of anticipation and retrospection, Anderson dedicates the published screenplay of Rushmore to Pauline Kael, legendary film critic, ‘probably the most influential movie critic of all time, and … definitely [his] favorite’.109 First published in the New York Times and printed as the introduction to the Rushmore screenplay, Anderson’s account of creating a private Rushmore screening for the retired Kael plays like a suspenseful narrative:

I started reading her New Yorker reviews in my school library when I was in tenth grade, and her books were always my main guide for finding the right movies to watch and learning about film-makers. I’d gone to great lengths to arrive at this moment.110

Anderson describes their initial halting phone conversation (‘Hello. I’m Wes Anderson … I’m a film-maker, and I’ve just finished a movie called Rushmore, and I was hoping maybe I could—’), picking her up from her Massachusetts home and driving to a small local theatre, sharing cookies during the screening, Kael’s friend Dorothy joining them, their return drive and post-screening conversation. Yet Kael’s response to Rushmore was lacklustre: ‘“I genuinely don’t know what to make of this movie,” she said, and I felt she meant it,’ writes Anderson.111

Anderson sketches this encounter with deliberateness and vulnerability (‘I was a little disappointed,’ he offers with restraint, while describing more vividly her home and gestures). Of possible introductions to Rushmore’s screenplay, or of possible ways to narrate this encounter, he chooses to fashion himself a character not unlike Max in his ‘brazenness and self-aggrandizement’112 (in approaching Kael, orchestrating the exchange), while also betraying a neutral if not self-deprecating performance of wearing his hopes on his sleeve, making overt his aspirations. Like his characters, Anderson aesthetically transforms his experience, casting himself a scrappy underdog, framing disappointment generatively as overcompensation for loss. Anderson mines the comic and melancholic potential of this encounter and makes something shareable from that tension.

Framing his and Wilson’s screenplay accordingly places Rushmore within film history, letting it touch – through Kael’s zero degrees of separation – canonical films of historical stature, while also implicitly foregrounding how Rushmore does something different, meriting not Kael’s lavish praise but scepticism in her ‘affection and a few queries’, as she inscribed to him in a book of her reviews he had chosen.113 Attentive to traditional valuations of regard (his endearing acceptance speeches at the 1999 Independent Spirit Awards overtly solicit the Academy’s attention), Anderson both courts and circumnavigates conventional cinematic esteem.

Exclusivity and privilege

Though I approach Rushmore via a temporal porousness that welcomes audience projection beyond a narrow set of references, Rushmore’s intertextuality emphasises its cinematic precursors. A primer on canonical American and French film, Rushmore rewards a spectator learned in film history: Max’s voyeurism conjures that of a Hitchcock provocateur; his quick drive, earnestness and fast-acting impulsivity, that of French New Wave’s aspiring man-child Antoine Doinel of Truffaut’s The 400 Blows (1959); his wintry season of self-pitying melancholia and world-weariness of A Charlie Brown Christmas’s titular figure. Critics, scholars and Anderson himself draw out additional references to Apocalypse Now (1979), Barry Lyndon (1975), Chinatown (1974), The Conformist (1970), Daisy Miller (1974), Day for Night (1973), The Godfather (1972), The Graduate (1967), Harold and Maude (1971), Jules and Jim (1962), On the Waterfront (1954), Zero for Conduct (1933), and more.114 Hardly quoting Chantal Akerman or Agnès Varda, for example, Rushmore’s cinematic influences participate in a history-writing that centres young, white, male dreamers as the locus of meaning and agency.

This intertextuality situates Rushmore within a specific canon of European and Hollywood cinema, traceable to post-World War II moviegoing. Labelling such a dominant origin story as ‘old cinephilia’, Girish Shambu critiques this hegemonic lineage as ‘simply one narrative of movie love among innumerable in the world’,115 yielding ‘predominantly aesthetic’ pleasures that herald auteurism and promote a ‘conservative, nostalgic streak’ that treasures cinephilic experiences worshipful of ‘one minority group: straight white men’.116 Beyond the film’s intertextual affinity for a Euro-Hollywood auteur-based pantheon, Rushmore’s preciousness in arising from Anderson’s and Wilson’s personal cinephilic memories, its foregrounding of Max’s theatrical coming of age and its inclusion of ‘representations of male bad behavior: obsessive, dominating, abusive, violent’117 easily position Rushmore within the ‘old cinephilia’ company it seems to be seeking.

Though Rushmore foregrounds fissures and cracks in his identity, Max’s own efforts to diversify his theatrical oeuvre (his South Central drama, his Vietnam play) veer towards crass stereotypes that feel not so different from Rushmore’s own shortcomings. In referring to Kumar Pallana’s character Mr Littlejeans as ‘Indian groundskeeper’ and Sara Tanaka’s Margaret Yang as ‘Asian girl’ (with no overt ascription of whiteness to any characters), Rushmore’s script ascribes a gendered and racial otherness to its characters who carry histories outside of Rushmore Academy’s white Judeo-Christian male world. After Max’s Heaven and Hell play, the long-take close-up of Mr Littlejeans’s laughter appears gratuitous and excessive, played for laughs at, instead of with, his character.
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The stories surrounding the making of Bottle Rocket and Rushmore inspire an almost disbelief at the assuredness by which passion and talent could beget the continual generous investment in Anderson’s (and Wilson’s) film-making dream. Anderson’s fourth-grade teacher, Kit Carson, Barbara Boyle, Polly Platt, Jim Brooks, Jim Roth: all were convinced of his talent, bought into his vision, banked on his rise. Person after person (crew, actors) narrates their delight in this collaboration. Somehow reading about Wes Anderson’s coming of age as an artist feels a bit like falling in love and like watching other people fall in love. I feel both swoonily included and coolly excluded, both sceptical (his Hollywood apprenticeship?) and starry-eyed (I’m one more in the serial history of enthusiasts).

Though Anderson’s biography exhibits all the privilege of white male genius (Brooks describes him as looking like a ‘genius’ and working like a ‘natural’), something about Rushmore disrupts this judgement and inclines me to appreciate film moments that open the world beyond the narrow elite. In other words, Rushmore teaches me to see more charitably, as if I, too, am the fourth-grade teacher who encouraged Anderson’s playwriting; or Max’s mother beyond the grave; or Dirk, Rosemary, Herman, Bert or Margaret – figures who register weaknesses and faults as reasons to attend with compassion and to encourage persistence and creativity. Rushmore’s compounding time and its abundance of contradictory movements muddle its exclusive heritage. Kael knows well what to do with films that work within and appeal to a Euro-Hollywood tradition, and her ‘queries’ affirm Rushmore’s status on the periphery.

New cinephilia

Though Rushmore’s fans and critics often express their love in terms of ‘old cinephilia’ (Scorsese’s naming Wes Anderson ‘the next Scorsese’ reifies a very particular kind of lineage118), and though Rushmore itself might neatly sort into this category, I want to reframe the film through the lens of what Shambu calls ‘new cinephilia’, which acknowledges voices including and beyond those historically privileged, that remembers the mundi that follows sic transit gloria.

Built of diverse perspectives that register an existential world beyond a miniaturised or curated world-in-a-box (which invokes a timelessness hardly universal), Shambu’s new cinephilia

values the aesthetic experience of cinema, but … finds pleasure, additionally, in a deep curiosity about the world and a critical engagement with it. Cinema teaches us about the human and nonhuman world in new and powerful ways … The new cinephilia radiates outward, powered by a spirit of inquiry and a will to social and planetary change.119

Though Rushmore’s cinephilia affirms a canon that looks much like Rushmore Academy, the event that sets its plot in motion – the film’s arguable inciting incident – actively critiques the school’s elitism. Blume’s chapel directive to ‘take dead aim at the rich boys’ and Max’s jubilance at this advice (‘best chapel speaker I have ever seen’, Max writes in the hymnal) place such an exclusive institution under fire for its perpetuation of entitlement.

Even though Max waxes nostalgic for Rushmore – his sublimated grief for his deceased mother inextricable – the film creates an anarchic energy from the outset, one emergent from and rippling beyond this institution. Its own site of learning, Rushmore the film invites us to unlearn an unchecked endorsement of a protagonist’s bad behaviour and, in so doing, teaches a mode of engaged learning that situates a film screen as integral to our world-as-classroom. In other words, Rushmore teaches me how to both love and critique it, to register its exclusive lineage and to open it up within new conversations.

Instead of casting an individual experience as universal, new cinephilia springs from self-awareness about one’s subject position. As a mother to two young boys, as a white woman educated in rural public schools, as a non-disabled homeowner born to a middle-class family that prioritised education, as a student of brilliant teachers whose mentoring only heightened my starry-eyed hopes for higher education, as a tenured academic who earns a living wage teaching passionate students and feeling proud of the work, I am keenly aware that (and also, no doubt, ignorant to how other) privileges make possible a way of moving from here to there, an access to realising dreams and not buckling under a system increasingly crushing to lower-middle-class families, especially those of colour or without generations of wealth and education to monetarily or emotionally buoy their struggles.

Rushmore does and does not invite an exclusive membership, does and does not welcome a spectator; and – more subtly than the Tenenbaum name or the Zissou uniform – Rushmore actively questions the stakes and privileges associated with belonging, suggesting the status quo as worth transcending and challenging. When I teach Rushmore, I invite my students to consider where or how – among the variety of scenarios, interactions, settings, conversations – characters flourish: what does flourishing look and sound like, and how does Rushmore include us within or separate us from sharing that experience? ‘I always wanted to be in one of your fucking plays,’ offers bully-turned-thespian Magnus, newly vulnerable after Max recruits him for Heaven and Hell. Rushmore makes belonging – to a family, race, gender, milieu, class, age, sport, club – its question: how do we feel away from, desperately try to assimilate towards, reject wholesale, transcend, become part of or transform the world?

More than shutting down engagement or having the last word, Rushmore urges reflection about how art and institutions establish cultures of belonging and potential for compassion. Dramatising the consequences of inequity within a form bold and comic, Rushmore asks of the potential for connection among pained characters who flail, make and keep trying.
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Beyond humans, beyond classrooms

Though Yeoman’s camera mostly reinforces Max’s ego, it periodically opens its scale to feature tender surrounding detail: the close-up of Scotch tape leader on Dirk’s pocketknife wrapping, for example, or wide shots of the cemetery, its many live oaks amidst the graves; or medium close-ups in which Max often touches the nosepiece of his glasses in a fidgety tic that doubles to convey their imperfect fit.

Moreover, repeat viewing of Rushmore yields greater curiosity about its characters beyond Max and expands the film’s human-centred plot to a corollary story of margins and natural elements. ‘I listen to the wind, to the wind of my soul,’ sings Yusuf/Cat Stevens, as Max and Dirk leverage atmospheric momentum for institutional camaraderie in their nascent Kite Flying Society. The natural history film The Living Ocean, Part 2, newly shot for Rushmore and then scratched and altered to appear Cousteau-like in form and age, transforms an aquatic environment into a film, the screening of which offers the pretence that Max and Dirk learn about fish.120 That this learning results in visiting a pet store, buying neon tetras and watching the clerk net their fish suggests that film experience of the natural world does not yield a grander appreciation for other species so much as a performance of scholarly labour.

Though merely screening a nature film does not a naturalist make (for Max, at least), Rushmore’s featuring of an eco-documentary within a narrative feature, however, helps me to register the stakes of Max’s ambition, his hopes to create an environment otherwise nonexistent. Comparing Rushmore’s natural forces with its human-built initiative, Max’s aquarium-raising efforts seem particularly brutish if not imperialist: clearcutting trees to introduce non-native aquatic species to Rushmore’s grounds, in an unwanted gesture and costly monument to unrequited love. Max’s expensive efforts to curate nature for public spectacle fail (especially in winning Rosemary’s attention), whereas his theatrical creations succeed in building sincere community (even at an early rehearsal, Max takes care of his actors: ‘Get some root beers for anybody who wants one,’ he instructs his assistant, at once delegating and taking care).
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As a college professor whose enthusiastic students fill physical classrooms, wherein we look together at a film screen as a focal point of discussion, I can easily picture the centrality of film – and of Rushmore in particular – as an object and agent of learning. Yeoman’s camera privileges less the conventional classroom or home interior than it makes educational sites of public spaces such as the theatrical stage, barbershop, courtyard, baseball diamond, stadium parking lot, steel factory and cemetery. Learning happens outside Rushmore’s classrooms, in non-traditional engaged experiences, a pedagogy of how to be together in time.


5 Teaching and Learning

Every film about school somehow encourages us to think about how and what we learn. David MacDougall regards schools as both ‘childhood writ large’ and ‘the antithesis of childhood’, insofar as schools offer ‘the most formalized means by which adults control children and seek to shape them into adults’.121 Noting that school films mostly side with the children, MacDougall extends the conventional conflict between teachers and students to culture: ‘The school invariably embodies a set of societal values that run up against the anarchic spontaneity of the children and their quick perception of hypocrisy and injustice.’122 School films portray and challenge power dynamics, ways of learning, and educational means and ends.

Beginning in a classroom fantasy and ending at a high school theatrical afterparty, with various scenes of learning and mentoring throughout, Rushmore – a film whose plot essentially involves movement from one school to another – ‘reveals several different visions of what school is and can be’.123 This chapter focuses on Rushmore’s education – how and where learning happens, who teaches and how – towards a broader claim about what we learn.
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Class fantasies

Bedazzled by non-diegetic flutes and percussive music that turn Max’s chalkboard performance into a near-dance, Rushmore’s opening classroom fantasy features numbers and equations, the solving taking centre stage as cinematic action. Conveying Max’s desire, this dream sequence briefly positions Rushmore as a process film, a watching-problems-solved fantasy that heroises whomever offers a solution (part of this dream arises in Max’s being called, tossed the chalk – a quintessential teaching prop passed as if a pedagogical relay baton, which he confidently wields – in contrast with his left hand’s assured holding his coffee, balancing leisure and exertion). Here Max is less teacher than spectacle, demonstrating – in calligraphic maths, no less – his value and acting on behalf of fellow students, cheering his effort.

Rushmore’s rare moment of actual classroom experience, especially as fantasy, drives home the extent to which Max does not actually know how to succeed at Rushmore Academy. The gap between his academic performance and his capacious passion and potential reinforces a class disparity not so readily equalised by scholarships. Writes bell hooks in Teaching to Transgress:

nowhere is there a more intense silence about the reality of class differences than in educational settings … From grade school on, we are all encouraged to cross the threshold of the classroom believing we are entering a democratic space – a free zone where the desire to study and learn makes us all equal … It only took me a short while to understand that class was far more than just a question of money, that it shaped values, attitudes, social relations, and the biases that informed the way knowledge would be given and received.124

Though lucky to inherit Bert’s affability and cheer, Max does not share with his peers a comparably posh background or benefit from models of study skills or organisation. Instead, a possibly neurodivergent and academically struggling Max charges forward with self-selected activities. He makes a beeline during Backgammon Club, for example, to find the Cousteau book’s previous borrowers. He tracks down Rosemary Cross, lights her cigarette, saves Latin, secures an aquarium startup grant, purchases fish, writes plays, works meticulously on prop precision, and incites with demand and passion his actors’ following his scripts. Yet Max fails his classes (including Theater II, where his talent and interest ostensibly rest).

Do we wish that Max would thrive academically, harnessing his drive for success within existing educational structures? Or do we support his (partly intentional, partly inadvertent) challenges to the system? To what extent does Rushmore endorse Max’s version of how to be? Unlike films that feature epiphanic classroom learning, Rushmore does not picture a transformative pedagogy that revolutionises school experiences or even convincingly suggests that Max learns. Yet Max also models how reading (the Cousteau book, particularly its marginalia) gives rise to research (more reading, film-viewing) in an unsanctioned but well-intentioned, engaged learning project. Short of critiquing formal education, Rushmore broadens the scope for what counts as learning. Writes artist Jenny Odell of her experience as an art professor: ‘If we want students to be thinkers, then we need to give them time to think.’125 More than featuring Max’s learning, Rushmore makes students of us, giving us room beyond Max’s experience to learn.

[image: ]

Grace as pedagogy

Despite its status as an enthusiastic school film, Rushmore hardly features energetic teaching. Rushmore’s opening teacher Mr Adams (Dipak Pallana) models problems, and Blume – not a teacher by trade – lectures Rushmore’s student body. Occupying the most screen time as a teacher, Miss Cross reads to, sits with and stands beside her students. Jennifer S. Dean reads Rosemary as a neutral and objectified placeholder, ‘merely a presence with a book’ who ‘doesn’t facilitate learning’.126 Yet, beyond the role of classroom instructor, Olivia Williams’s performance as Rosemary creates a counterforce, an alternative way of being, a disposition calmer than Blume’s deadpan dreariness or Max’s frenetic desperation (framed in Blume’s car window, how puppy-like, almost pantingly, Max awaits validation, affirmation, praise, care).
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Rosemary Cross, by contrast, moves with composure and subtlety, inviting our attention to small changes, such as the breeze’s blowing her delicate face-framing tendrils, her soft gestures of tucking her hair behind her ears, her cheeks that somehow flush a blushing pink or eyes that well a tear within a long take, her expression that shifts from sternness to curiosity in mere seconds. Hers is the character who snacks on carrots and pragmatically gets a sweater for the walk, who sleeps in silk white pyjamas, who fashions a candlelit reading nest as bedtime ritual, who prepares herself a full-scale wine-accompanied solo Thanksgiving meal (also candlelit) during which she reads, who handles herself with young children with steadiness and ease – the students always making, imagining, listening, cooperative, interested. She seems totally to have it together.

Williams describes her character as ‘love object’,127 echoing Laura Mulvey’s gendered ascription of passivity and ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’. Schwartzman describes Williams-the-actress in terms that further conflate him and Max, regarding her as the ‘most beautiful woman in the world’128 and with a fierce intellect and generosity enough to help him with his Hamlet homework on set between takes (here one pictures Schwartzman offering Williams lemonade). But I read her as a witness and conscience, registering the transgressions of both Max and Blume, while her own motives and precise feelings remain opaque. In the final scene’s starry-eyed shot-reverse shot (a reciprocity that exceeds the plot’s actual potential at this moment), for example, she removes Max’s glasses, and her caught breath yields some kind of discovery. Rushmore conveys this sensation of revelation, while withholding a sterling and surefire answer as to its cause. Though critics are quick to project her interiority, Williams plays Cross with ambiguity, a privacy that the film does not purport to conquer or understand.
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Drawn to Max’s irrepressible curiosity and pioneering spirit (qualities she also appreciated in her deceased husband), Cross teaches less her students than the audience a way of being with grace, as she models a kind of calm despite the wildness. Something of her makeshift smock, the oversized Oxford shirt that she buttons backward, suggests her ability to do things with poise and to improvise resourcefully, in contrast with the haggard, burned-out Mr Blume, smoking two cigarettes at once, visibly reeking of alcohol. Rosemary creates her own mise en scène, her own learning environment, built of creatures and paper flowers, decorated with care. Rosemary, too, changes schools; and she makes it work, twice over. Her role – not as a classroom teacher but as a steady presence – models how we might learn and teach, as she registers the limits and consequence (‘one dead fingernail’) of her continued projection of her deceased husband as a living entity, in her breathing life into his ghost.
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Learning to take time

In contrast to Max’s obsessive manipulation of the film’s things (props, sets, costume, fake blood, face paint, music), the film Rushmore shapes our experience through its braiding of multiple kinds of time: the time of its screen duration; the time of deciding something enthusiastically and quickly; the time of falling in love; the time of reconciling and building friendship; the time of waiting and wintering; the time of feeling proud; the time of revenge and unearned bravado; the time of being with community in a shareable place, as if to keep forever something ephemeral. In other words, Rushmore’s manipulation of time becomes our map by which to see how speed and slowness can determine a meaningful life. Speed might look like decisiveness, and slow motion can posture as grace; but Rushmore works up to its climactic synthesis of form and feeling in ways that teach us where and how to take time.

Odell calls for a disengagement from the attention economy towards ‘reengaging with something else. That “something else” is nothing less than time and space, a possibility only once we meet each other there on the level of attention.’129 Though Rushmore is set and was made well before social media (I shudder to imagine Max’s tweets), I nonetheless want to align Odell’s critique of ‘the placelessness of an optimized life spent online’ with the frenzied time created through the film’s montages. Rushmore moves towards or helps to reveal the ‘“peacefulness” that yields sensitivity and responsibility to the historical (what happened here) and the ecological (who and what lives or lived here)’.130

The real lesson in Rushmore, for Max and us, is learning how to take time, cease the rush, halt the drive for excess and carve away the extra into what matters. Rushmore’s slow-motion scenes map Max’s growth, from his camera-facing strut in the opening yearbook frame to his Serpico curtain call (his sauntering across stage to applause and the maniacal Kubrickian nose-bleeding close-up) to his gum-sticking elevator exit. Elongating (through slow motion) and expanding (in wide angle) a world-opening tableau, Rushmore’s final scene situates Max’s moment of having within his growing community instead of his self-focused co-curricular or vengeful success. According to Kracauer: ‘Slow-motion shots parallel the regular close-ups; they are … temporal close-ups achieving in time what the close-up proper is achieving in space.’131 Rushmore’s slow motion reveals qualities that teach us – and here I mean a collective more inclusive than traditional cinephiles – how to live, cinematically, to learn when or how a close-up or slow motion (or time-skipping montage) might yield the meaning that we most want to find and make, how to let ourselves dwell in, return to or move through time.

Despite its titular call for haste and excess, Rushmore challenges a perfectionism that perpetually defers attainment. A revision to Max’s ‘secret’ (doing what you love for the rest of your life) and Cousteau’s exceptionalism, the film celebrates more the loving than the doing, more the group than the solitary genius. Rushmore foregrounds quiet connections and earnest gestures that transform perfectionism into attention, measuring achievement in community-enriching acts of making.

The attention that Rushmore endorses derives not from optimisation but rather from what its obsessive plot and tightly wound form yield: desire for a way of being without relentlessly driving forward, for looking without purpose. Odell imagines that ‘the figure of “doing nothing” in opposition to a productivity-obsessed environment can help restore individuals who can then help restore communities, human and beyond’.132 By no stretch of imagination is Max a ‘figure of “doing nothing”’, though I take Rushmore’s broader project as one that – not pedantically but gently – refutes a ‘productivity-obsessed environment’, in the film’s cumulative thwarted drives, failed capital-rich aquarium, and luminous Mothersbaugh-cued looks and moments.

Learning compassion

‘When you have watched for long enough the surface of a river or lake, you will detect certain patterns in the water which may have been produced by a breeze or some eddy,’ writes Kracauer, who calls these patterns ‘found stories’.133 By comparison, he claims that ‘episodes’ involve a contrived circumstance. ‘For Kracauer, both found story and episode well up out of the flow of life as suggested by the film, and disappear back into it,’ claims Inga Pollmann.134 This pattern of natural movement – both found stories and episodes – punctuates Rushmore. The film sometimes explicitly telegraphs natural changes (‘I miss the seasons, watching the leaves change’), while others quietly appear with subtlety in the periphery. Rushmore’s brief aquarium shot, for example, sets into relief the natural movement of fish and water in contrast with the clumsy yet high-tension preceding conversation.

Though Rushmore – though Max – seems to yearn for a contained and controlled world, these natural glimpses insist on the film’s porousness, ‘gaps into which environmental life may stream’ in ways that render a ‘flow of life’ that thwarts mastery.135 Despite my celebrating Rushmore’s moments of grace and slowness, the film’s softer beats only intimate instead of sustaining such a look – mere flashes instead of longer takes. This quickness makes me long for more time with these characters.

Though Rushmore features people watching things and creatures, though Rushmore features characters who move decisively or listlessly, the film does not give me time to share the thinking or even sustained perception of such attention. The newly born fish appear for mere seconds, interrupted by Blume’s voice as a sound bridge (‘I don’t want alloys, I want steel,’ he barks on the phone). The camera briefly shows Bert’s sunken look in registering Max’s derision (‘see you at dinner,’ Bert offers, shuffling out of the barbershop), as the film cuts to Max washing up at the sink, his habitual and abrupt gestures exacerbating the scene’s pain. The camera shows Margaret Yang’s quizzical look after Max recruits her for rehearsals, but then leaves Margaret to follow Max. At the close of the scene in which Max assaults Rosemary, the camera briefly registers her pained expression only to return to Max in the courtyard. After Max tells a newly brightened Dirk to ‘take dictation’, the camera leaves Dirk’s golden expression for a close-up of Max naming his ‘possible candidates’. From Blume’s and Cross’s coffee-warmed hope for a ‘happy ending’, Rushmore cuts abruptly to Heaven and Hell’s stage scene of tagging dead bodies. The film briefly pictures but ultimately rushes from sustained attention to non-Max characters. I offer this catalogue not as a critique but as an illustration of how Rushmore’s Max-warped reality might invite projection beyond Max’s centrality.

Repeated screenings of Rushmore teach me to imagine what might also be Margaret’s slow-motion sequences, say, or Rosemary’s, Dirk’s, Blume’s or Bert’s. Rushmore’s fun derives from Max’s misplaced energy, while the film more deeply suggests less a melancholic malaise than a care for the creatures and species peripheral to his central path. In poignant reaction shots, Rosemary, Bert, Margaret, Blume and Dirk model how an audience looks at Max, a being-with not quite the same as endorsing or forging allegiance but more like a sharing of time or – what the Rushmore-influenced Lady Bird regards as love – giving attention. Even Blume, after all, registers the gap that Max himself cannot articulate. Amelie Hastie extends Trinh T. Minh-ha’s concept of ‘speaking nearby’ – a documentary practice that ‘can come very close to a subject without … seizing or claiming it’ – to a film audience.136 ‘To look at another and attempt to understand: is that not compassion itself?’ Hastie asks.137 Writing about her film classrooms, Elsie Walker describes a compassionate mode of listening that infuses her teaching:

Instead of suppressing how film sound affects me in particular ways, I am speaking to my students with a newly-charged level of sonic alertness. This is a pedagogical awakening for me, and I hear my students responding in kind … We are listening together with more care.138

Modelled among Rushmore’s characters who love Max despite his faults, the film’s power – its ephemeral cinematic magic, if you will – rests on its built quality of listening and seeing with compassion.

Learning attention

As a film on the cusp of the rise of social media and smart phones, Rushmore teaches us to want to see and hear more, to slow down, to note changing expressions and to understand more of each other. Odell claims that attention can be contagious:

When you spend enough time with someone who pays close attention to something … you inevitably start to pay attention to some of the same things. … patterns of attention – what we choose to notice and what we do not – are how we render reality for ourselves, and thus have a direct bearing on what we feel is possible at any given time.139

Films can do this, I want to say, can recalibrate our senses through scale and duration, through music and texture and timing. Celebrating ‘film’s ability to mirror and realign our metabolism’,140 film-maker Nathaniel Dorsky locates in film’s movements and pauses a vivacious capacity to transform human perception and sensibility.

Emphasising how ‘life is full of gaps’, Dorsky argues that experience is ‘actually more intermittent than we often want to admit … for a film to be true, it has to trust this intermittence … If a film fills in too much, it violates our experience.’141 He critiques films without intermittence as ‘too solid’ and ‘an act of rudeness’ not in keeping with our being (Dorsky’s own avant-garde films move with great deliberation). Rushmore’s combination of the ‘solid’ and the ‘intermittent’, the ‘filled in’ and the open, the driving and the pausing, makes for its poignant inexhaustibility.142

Fantasy though its closure might be, Rushmore also hints at the most that we might ever be to each other: warm looks betraying years of knowing or not knowing, expressions that carry a history or project a future, furtive glances that hold instead of look away or give up, carrying all the tangledness that doesn’t neatly map onto whatever coherent structure we might choose to live out or press into language. When I see Max look at Rosemary, for example, though I’ve never been a mournful fifteen-year-old ‘barber’s son’ crushing on a young widowed elementary schoolteacher, I nonetheless remember how it feels to look with the fullness of everything you dream or want perfect for a moment, knowing full well its ephemerality. I find Rushmore exhilarating in what it differently asks of us over time.

Conforming to a classic conception of comedy, Rushmore makes new the world, beginning in disarray – characters wrongly coupled, elements awry – and gradually righting itself towards a better arranged closing dynamic. Simon Critchley celebrates laughter’s ‘messianic power’, that humour ‘indicates, or maybe just adumbrates how [shared life-world] practices might be transformed or perfected, how things might be otherwise … distinct from the dominant common sense’.143 Through humour, through natural episodes, through unconventional sites of learning, through cracks in its striven-for containment, Rushmore makes possible a revolutionary form of attention that welcomes reflection on how one learns, laughs, heals, makes and lives.

Rushmore in/as the classroom (learning movement)

Increasingly, as our planet warms and democracy falters and civil rights seem fantasy more than lived, my pedagogical charge means that I feel responsible to teach – alongside the histories and theories of how film shapes our present – joy, to teach reparatively and critically, to reflect on textual and worldly encounters as opportunities to derive newfound or renewed volition, to recognise how each new class of students carries new traumas, fears and hopes. Built of identifiable formal patterns and variations, Rushmore keeps classroom discussion moving insofar as we all know something about belonging and exclusion, about attachment and gifts, about desires that do and do not align. Talking about Rushmore stirs passionate engagement that relievedly does not resolve around a moralistic narrative trajectory (the film has no surefire hero) and instead forces a self-reflexive appreciation for how we learn and heal.

As a teacher who every semester begins and sees to a close the preciousness of a classroom community (as a film professor sensitive to the increasing precarity and urgency of teaching the humanities), I love how Rushmore aligns the dynamism of an academic year with seasonal change and theatrical performance, divided by curtain projections of calendar months. More humbly, thinking about Rushmore challenges me to reflect on my own pedagogical hopes relative to students’ changing needs and goals: for what and to whom do we teach?

Rushmore is about love unrequited, in one sense, but also about a different kind of love fulfilled, one that visualises, pictures, actualises, choreographs and scores how we move through our days at the mercy of each other. Writes Rachel Joseph: ‘Theater within Rushmore becomes the place where adults and children alike join to watch and perform and begin to see their own dilemma and, perhaps, a way through to something past mourning.’144 The theatre places Blume and Cross again in contact; the theatre gives Max a way to honour Appleby beyond misdirected jealousy, a way of naming his mother’s death beyond a knee-jerk clumsy flirtation or bereaved child’s misguided hope for a new mother figure.

By extension, Rushmore puts us into contact: with what it means to take time, to connect, to balance a drive with a slowness, to give and receive gifts, to value plant life that grows even from small pots as more sustainable than clearing trees for a shiny new aquarium. A succulent and a play (and not a piranha showcase, after all) make room for this gentleness. The film’s closure reminds us that we’re the audience, invites us to wonder how this cinematic art has ‘pulled a fast one’, putting us in touch with a way of being outside of our daily drive, an invitation to consider what Sarah Manguso would call ‘ongoingness’ or Dorsky would call ‘intermittence’, the gaps between events or the constancy between change. Writes essayist Emily Ogden:

our lives can be at stake in moments of breakthrough … [i]t can be good to attend to moments of passion, clarity, revelation, ecstasy, discovery … [b]ut it is in the nature of these moments to slip away. Lightning flashes are brief. In any attempt to bind these moments, there is a risk.145

Rushmore’s montages call attention to swift, legible, accelerated and memorable change; yet the film’s moments and delicate gestures offer a way of telling time less about optimisation and epiphany than the constancy we might otherwise take for granted.

Celebrated for its winsome spirit since its release, Rushmore enables phases of reception: youthful identification or fascination with the precocious Max becomes grown-up concern for his unprocessed grief; pleasure in Rushmore’s energetic bravado grows into attention to the desperation behind Max’s façade; focus on Max expands to include his community; care for Rushmore’s humans invites a broader question as to their impact on surrounding plants and animals. Whether circuitous or counterintuitive, this book’s slowing down of Rushmore, its writerly lingering within pauses, in turn teaches me a joyousness at the film’s movement and life.

A near-final cut of Rushmore – longer by roughly four and a half minutes – had been ‘much sadder’, according to Anderson; though the final cut lost no scenes, the ‘rhythm of it was different’.146 Had Rushmore included the actual ‘more time’ for which I claim to long, it would not have been the film that inspires this book. That Rushmore’s lightness, its tautness, alleviates pain: this, too, teaches. I claim to want more time with Rushmore’s characters, yet the film’s swift pace creates movement over time, screening both a being-with and continuing.

Though this book dwells within Rushmore’s teaching about time, compassion and attention, I’ve learned that vitality and drive need not be antithetical to benevolent perception. Though pursuing an accelerated, optimised, impatient, restless extreme hardly seems breathable, movement nonetheless aligns with life. After Max loses verve in his wintry ‘I Am Waiting’ montage, for example, his renewed spirit (‘see it come along’) feels utterly triumphant. No matter the handheld camera’s shaky framing of his movement at the montage’s end; no matter that he’s headed to the cemetery, perhaps either to plant or place the succulent at his mother’s grave (suboptimal for the plant’s health in winter): Rushmore cues us to celebrate his restored initiative. Even though the Kite Flying Society doesn’t necessarily pave a surefire path towards dreams coming true, the co-curricular collaboration shares power instead of Max’s claiming it for himself. Though some cuts within Rushmore seem abrupt and immature, as if Max cannot withstand the seriousness and pressure of a particular exchange, others seem borne of an earnest and honest hope: to keep living, to look forward, to make. Screening Rushmore – especially repeatedly over the years – exercises, calibrates and changes our sensibility accordingly.

Beginnings and endings

The irony of striving to complete a book that critiques relentless productivity has been instructive. Writing this book has invited my renewed care for how Rushmore fits within daily experience. Thinking about this film has become part of my daily experience, after all, trailing into my family time after my writing hours, shaping how I appreciate my neighbourhood trees over the seasons, and further informed by a pandemic that blurs work and home. I have perhaps approached Max with fascination as to his initiative, as I mother my own children and shepherd their school responsibilities relative to passion-built imaginative worlds of play.

Thinking about Rushmore has challenged me to wonder what it means to belong and thrive, what it means to teach compassionately, how to support and challenge my students, how to harness my children’s drive (how I celebrate their gifts with a ‘Bravo!’ sort of hope for their passionate and benevolent being in the world), how to nourish gently their becoming, how to live so as to sustain – all of us – our curiosity. Thinking about Rushmore compels me to acknowledge the privileges we take for granted, the memberships we seek, the histories we carry, the ways we’re haunted by ghosts of our dead, or ghosts of the lives we could instead have chosen, lucked into, made or found. Relegating death to the past and the stage (sans the deaths within the active plots of later Anderson films), Rushmore protects me from a pain too deep, its melancholic season glossed through montage, its energy reminding that always there is more (good) to experience.

Though we cannot all be playwrights, though we all might not so literally cast those we’ve hurt and those we love into some grand scene and final party that affords the perfect scripted reconciliation of every tension, though we can’t all set up a makeshift writing desk on the periphery of home and the adjacent graveyard, say, we nonetheless can be with pain and act from it, creating a form that might gather a community, that turns ‘the shit’ into engagement with the world. Wes Anderson claims that ‘Rushmore has several starts … there are a lot of beginnings. And there are several endings.’147 I read Rushmore as a film of beginnings more than endings, a film that opens more than closes.

I cannot bring this book to an end as beautiful or striking as Rushmore’s final frame, cannot close the curtains upon an optimally staged tableau that I slow down to a perfectly timed and resonant song of my choice that unites my community. But I can imagine that writing and reading about Rushmore might introduce its own duration that hones our attention and compassion, an exercise in rendering love and critique, in trying to voice how and what I have learned from this film that ages richly. Rushmore’s multiple endings and beginnings never close without opening, never lose without finding, and it is to this perpetuity that Rushmore makes things new.
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