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t a time when so many
supposedly indepen-
dent films are compro-
mised by their directors’
bald-faced big-time am-
bitions, you have to admire the nerve of
a first-time filmrmaker who chooses to
adapt a much-fetishized cult novel that
resembles a halludinatory scientific man-
ual more than it does a work of fiction.
When Jonathan Weiss came
upon J. G. Ballard’s The
Anvoaty Exhibition, he expeni-
enced, he says, a flash of “in-
stant recognition. Everything
about it was perfect--the
structure, the content, the
cpigrammatic quality”
Themaacally, The Arroc-
ity Exhribition (first published
in 1970) is quintessential
Ballard—~phantasmagoric
pageants of sex and death set
against a media-benumbed
landscape—but its form is
radical. There are 15 inter-
locking chapters, with ttles
like “Why T Want To Fuck
Ronald Reagan,” cach onc
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further splintered into dense, markedly
discrete paragraphs.

Though it screened last month at
the Rotterdam Film Festival, Weiss's
adaptation has not yet been printed
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(the producers Robert Jason and Alex
Lasky are secking finishing funds). An

obsessive five years in the making, the’

film—which, in the loosest possible
terms, is about a research sciendst los-
ing his mind—is no Hollywood calling
card. “The film is predicated on the
viewcer’s creativity,” Weiss tells me in
his Brooklyn loft (which he trans-
formed to shoot parts of the film).
“You’re always in possession
of enough material to create
your own narrative”

‘ The film derives its
strange, allusive power from
amesmerizing ambient score
(masterminded by Weiss’s
next-door ncighbor J. G.

- Thirwell, a/k/a Foetus), dis-

saietingly evocative loca-
tions (military installations,
radar bases), and strategi-
cally inserted archival foot-
age (Vietnam bombings,
crash tests). “Some of the
footage has ncver been seen
before,” says Weiss, who dites

Tarkovsky’s fractured cpic
Mirror as inspiration. “Some
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of it 1s iconic, but whenever you've
seen it, there’s always been a frame

- around it. When it’s just floating, the

context is radically alterou.”

. Ballard recycled bits of The Asrvc-
sty Exhibition in Crash, but stylistically
the two books are miles apart. So are
the movie adaptations —wo ,.\ g with
a far morc open-ended blueprint than
Cronenberg did, Weiss has drastically
condensed and reconstructed the text,
and yet somchow captured on film the
essence of Ballard’s writing, at once
clinically precise and dreamily free-as-
sodative. The author himself approves:
“I almost felt that I was reading the
book as I watched the film, so close
were the two,” he wrotc in a letter to
Weiss. )

“Is incredible how overdcter-
mined and oversignified film is today,

- says Weiss. “There’s no way you can get

lost—it’s like being on one of those
Disncyland rides where you're strapped
in. If you lay it all out, there’s all this
space between the most interesting sort
of conventional dnema and the avant-
garde. For me, this film was just about
filling the gap” m



