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Melvin and Howard

Sunday, March 27, 4:30  p.m.
1980, 95 mins. 35mm print from Universal Pictures.
Directed by Jonathan Demme. Written by Bo Goldman. Produced by Art Linson and Don Phillips. Photographed by Tak Fujimoto. Edited by Craig McKay. Production Design by Toby Rafelson.  Music by Bruce Langhorne. Principal cast: Paul Le Mat (as Melvin Dummar), Jason Robards, Jr. (Howard Hughes), Mary Steenburgen (Lynda Dummar), Elizabeth Cheshire (Darcy Dummar), Chip Taylor (Clark Taylor), Michael J. Pollard (Little Red), Denise Galik (Lucy), Gloria Grahame (Mrs. Sisk).

Excerpts from When Movies Mattered: Reviews from a Transformative Decade by Dave Kehr (University of Chicago Press: 2011):
Tell someone that a movie is about America, and—if he has any sense—he‘ll head for the exit. But I don‘t know how else to condense the subject of Jonathan Demme‘s funny, stirring Melvin and Howard. The movie does so many things well, covers so much ground with such apparent ease, that it wriggles out of the usual categories—you have to reach for the big, transcendent ones. And yet, it isn‘t a big, sprawling film: it‘s short (a little over an hour and a half), and it restricts its focus to a handful of characters, digging in for small, precise observations. In its ideas and emotions, it‘s the largest American movie in a long time, but it‘s a modest, comfortable film, a movie that‘s a pleasure to spend time with. It leaves you like a good conversation with a friend. You‘ve learned something, you‘re lifted up—but the conversation stays casual, unforced.

Melvin is Melvin Dummar (Paul Le Mat), the gas station attendant named as heir to 1/16th of Howard Hughes‘s fortune in the notorious “Mormon will.” In most movies, the discovery of the will—with its promise of $156 million—would mark the point at which Melvin first becomes interesting, someone special. Another movie would start with the discovery and move on through the courthouse battle, with Melvin, the lucky, tenacious “little guy” sentimental fiction fighting for his rights against the big, bad corporate attorneys—Mr. Average American taking on the bosses. Frank Capra might have made that movie, and it might have been passably, conventionally entertaining. But Demme‘s emphasis is different: the court battle is only the coda of Melvin and Howard, 60 

and it isn‘t fought with much determination. The will doesn‘t even come as a blessing—it‘s more of a burden to Melvin, one more false promise. He‘ll go through the motions, give it its due, but he‘ll never really believe in it—and Melvin and Howard is the story of how Melvin Dummar, dreamer, game-show addict, and perennial hatcher of get-rich-quick schemes, learned to shrug off a fortune. 

Demme begins his film on a mythic note: we see a desert landscape in late afternoon, shot full with the special light of what cinematographers call the “golden hour”—bronzed, dimensional, pooling into long shadows. The extreme long shot shows a small figure on a motorcycle, shooting the gulleys and churning up the desert dust. The long shot respects his privacy—this is an intimate, personal pleasure, a one-man joyride—but it also shows us his isolation. The landscape, with its jagged hills, cradles him, but loosely. He could be a solitary child, abandoned to his toys, until Demme comes in for a close-up and we see the stained beard, the streaming gray hair, the empty glass eyes of a pair of antique aviator‘s goggles. It‘s a child with the face of death. The figure is romantic, mysterious, and incalculably aged. It‘s twilight, and he is the only remaining god.

Demme‘s Howard Hughes may bear no resemblance to the real one—whose madness seemed more sordid than majestic, more pathetic than tragic—but he is a magnificent metaphorical creation: the ancient child, lost in lonely joys. The motorcycle hits a dip, and the old man is thrown; he lies unconscious into the night, until the headlights of Melvin Dummar‘s pick-up truck pluck him out of the darkness.

…The old man, who has hurt his ear, angrily refuses to see a doctor; he insists on being driven straight to Las Vegas. Hughes‘s flinty eccentricity jars Melvin—he had hoped to patronize the old man, the grizzled desert rat who, Demme suggests, is the first person Melvin has met in a long time who seems to be an even bigger loser than himself. Melvin, a little cruelly, goads Hughes into singing the chorus of a Christmas song he has written—his latest hope for fame and fortune—and the old man responds with a deep, dry croak. The voice has a surprising strength; it gives Hughes an unexpected toughness and tenacity (and with it, Jason Robards gives his subtlest, most considered screen performance in years). Hughes tells Melvin who he is, and the disbelief that comes back at him is expected, though disappointing—the gods don‘t reveal themselves every day, and they have a right to a better reception than this. An absurdly brief desert rain comes up, just after dawn, stirring the scent of the sage. The men inhale, solemnly, sharing the sudden sweetness of the landscape. “Sage,” says Melvin, “Sage,” says Howard.

I first saw Melvin and Howard nearly a year ago (it‘s been sitting on the shelf at Universal ever since, stumping the promotion department). What surprised me, seeing it again last week, was the film‘s concision: scenes that had expanded to epic length in my memory turned out to last only a few shots, a few lines. Demme has an amazing gift for actor‘s detail—the raised eyebrow, the downward glance that reveals a whole range of attitudes and 
emotions—and his screenwriter, Bo Goldman, has a similar gift for loading dialogue: his lines, simple and stripped, have an unforced density of expression, a poetry that never strikes our ears as “poetic.” (There is Melvin‘s resigned observation that “Rome wasn‘t burned in a day,” and in that unconscious demolishing of cliché, we see a life attuned to disaster, measured by it.) My mental Melvin and Howard is about 12 hours long: it would have to be, to get in all of that emotional texture, fullness of character, shape of experience. But the meeting with Hughes is finished in a few minutes; without effusion, we‘ve seen the affection grow between the two men, and we can believe that Hughes would leave Melvin $156 million: Melvin has already given him something—an emotional connection that‘s more than charity, better than sympathy—in return; he‘s treated him like an equal.
 The motivating question of Melvin and Howard is, how can a man lose $156 million and not care? The answer the film gives draws on dozens of reasons, from personal psychology to imagined cultural attitudes, but ultimately it rests on the film‘s profound vision of democracy, its hopeful evocation of a genuine community of equals. The title, with its casual linkage of first names, finds the best embodiment of that vision in the midnight drive of Melvin and Howard. One is the archetypal American winner, the other the archetypal loser, but it makes no difference between them, not when the scent of sage is rising on the highway. Howard Hughes, too, is a member of Melvin Drummar‘s family, and that, Demme suggests, is the true fulfillment of the American dream. As he drives away from the courthouse at the end of the film, Melvin‘s mind drifts back to his meeting with the old man. In flashback, Melvin lets Howard drive for a stretch, and while the old man happily commands the wheel, singing a soft chorus of “Bye Bye Blackbird” Melvin falls asleep in the passenger seat. Even in his daydreams, he‘s dreaming.
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