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We could argue, that since they made their debut with the independently financed Blood Simple, the Coen brothers remain in critical limbo, considered to be neither serious artists nor commercial achievers, particularly since the relative failure of both Intolerable Cruelty and The Ladykillers. This may be changing with the release of No Country for Old Men, the film that some critics are calling their best work yet.
No Country For Old Men, is being heralded as a return to form, a term that the Coens are uncomfortable with as they clearly don’t particularly care for critical analysis of their careers, it has already garnered award nominations at the Oscars and Golden Globes.  Set in the area of West Texas, the region that is most recognisably symbolic of America and the liberty it champions, the Coens delve into the story of Llewelyn Moss, who unsuspectingly walks into a scene of massacre: a drug deal that ended in tragedy. 

In this film, we could argue that America is meant to represent society as a whole; a world of tragedy and at times, incomprehensible evil. Based on the novel by Cormac McCarthy, No Country for Old Men is a starkly original depiction of the reality of evil. As with several of the Coen’s films, they feature a character that represents the archetype of "unstoppable evil." In many cases, it is hinted that these characters are beyond human, or feature demonic overtones. For example, Sheriff Cooley in O Brother, Where Art Thou? , Leonard Smalls in Raising Arizona and Charlie Meadows in Barton Fink all fit the description of this archetype. In No Country For Old Men, Javier Bardem’s psychopath, Anton Chigurh is the epitome of the violence and death in the world of which Sheriff Ed Tom Bell tries to make sense.

It is a gripping film and again one which carries many hallmarks of the Coens’ work. They again refuse to guide the viewer’s sympathy, and it is sometimes difficult to discern which characters we are supposed to care about. Little has been said in terms of the film’s wider messages but it is an extremely faithful adaptation of McCarthy's 2005 novel and it revisits themes the Coens have used in both Blood Simple and Fargo. The novel's themes of chance and destiny are familiar territory for the Coens, who presented similar ideas of fate and circumstance in their earlier works. 
The brothers apparently identified with how the novel provided a strong sense of place and also how it played with genre conventions. Joel Coen said of the unconventional approach, "That was familiar to us; we're naturally attracted to subverting genre. We liked the fact that the bad guys never really meet the good guys, that McCarthy did not follow through on formula expectations."
The combination of violence and humour is still in evidence and there some extremely violent scenes, but an undercurrent of black comedy can still be detected and as usual, they don’t often give clues to how the audience is supposed to react. And finally, the eternal hallmark of the Coens’ work is a fondness for wacky hairstyles and Anton Chigurh’s certainly doesn’t disappoint!
The Coen brothers have managed to continue making very personal films for over twenty years, it seems they make films that they simply enjoy rather than create those have a particular auto-biographical element.  Despite their films often being described as mechanical or cold or even soulless, there is certainly a sense of a certain tenderness or heart in the midst of, and as well as all of the technical virtuosity.
Film note written for Cornerhouse by Kirsty Fairclough, The University of Salford
THE COEN BROTHERS AND NO COUNTRY FOR OLD MEN








The Coen Brothers films are often described as offbeat, quirky and idiosyncratic and they are particularly known for creating subversions of classic genres. Their films can be difficult to categorise and often ask audiences to call up filmic references and be alert to re-workings of traditional conventions. Despite working across a vast array of genres and utilising different thematic approaches it is possible to discern recurrent themes and motifs throughout their films. They regularly frustrate critics and audiences alike with their refusal to acknowledge any underlying meaning in their films and are also notoriously difficult to interview and tend to refuse any critical analysis of their work. The seeming lack of importance that the Coens invest in meaning can give the impression that their films are devoid of any deeper message, but perhaps that is the point. Perhaps their films are not meant to be read in a particularly complex way. 





Early in their careers, the Coen brothers began to develop themes and motifs that we have now come to expect from them and in their debut feature Blood Simple (1984) we see the creation of a compelling if slightly warped vision which both uses and often subverts the key elements of particular genres, namely film noir and the thriller. Blood Simple would lay the foundations for later work, particularly in terms of using misunderstanding as a key plot device, dark humour and gruesome, but often-comic violence. The depiction of this darkly humorous violence became a key hallmark of their work. Most of their films feature violent deaths, and the majority of the violence generally has a function. They appear to be generally written into the script for dark comic effect or to advance the plot. In some of their more graphic films, e.g. Fargo, most of the main characters die or are assaulted, all of which is portrayed onscreen; in one particularly graphic scene in Fargo, Steve Buscemi's body is fed into a wood chipper!





The Coens continued to make films in fairly rapid succession after Blood Simple and began to create their own specific niche. Early on, they became known for the control that they like to maintain over their work and also for collaborating with the same crew and actors throughout many of their films. In thematic terms, they have been drawn to two seemingly irresolvable modes of expression, the capturing of American regionalism and the artificial fabrication of particular worlds. Many of their films can be mapped between these two extremes. The Coens' detailed reconstruction of identifiable communities, (as in Fargo) with all their quirks and eccentricities, has led many critics to accuse them of adopting a certain lofty superiority to their characters. Yet, when they construct a world with little resemblance to reality they are then criticised for creating films without morals or ethics. Their next films, Raising Arizona and Millers Crossing, a crime caper and gangster film respectively used both of these approaches and their relative success both critically and to some extent, commercially, allowed them to continue to develop the themes and hallmarks that we would see for many years.






































