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The Ice Storm

With its spare, circular story line, the ability to crystallise so much of what it is
about in its visuals, and an exceptional cast delivering the most precise of
spoken lines, The Ice Storm is cinema at its most immaculate. Everything from
Mark Friedberg’s wonderfully researched production design though to
Frederick EImes’ crisp cinematography and Mychael Danna’s wintry wind-
instrument-based score is perfectly conceived. Undoubtedly, it confirms its
director Ang Lee and his regular producer/screenwriter James Schamus as a
world-class filmmaking team.

Based on Rick Moody’s novel written in 1994, it is also one of the most
intelligently observed appraisals of the 70s and, more precisely, of the
watershed year of 1973. The reference points are brilliantly assembled — toe
socks, and the television show Divorce Court and Philip Roth’s When She Was
Good are ever so briefly glimpsed — and used not as decorative retro
accessories but as means of commenting on the dislocation of the moment
and the confusion of those trying to live through it. Importantly, obvious
historical referents are threaded through but don’t dominate the film. Nixon and
Watergate are as much part of the texture as crocheted tank tops. (Though a
hilarious scene showing the sexually precocious 14-year-old Wendy wearing a
Nixon mask while she and Mikey attempt sex makes a somewhat oblique but
wry comment on the political shenanigans of the era.

On the other hand, key 1973 phenomena are wisely left implicit. For example,
acerbic Janey Carver’s calculated view of sex surely signals that she has
mastered the ‘zipless fuck’ of Erica Jong’s imagination. Indeed, The Ice Storm
is about bourgeois lives that are cluttered up with goodies and ideas to be tried
on for size. The more conservative Hoods, whose home is a discordant mix of
two-or-so decades’ furnishings, are straining to swing with the rest of them, an
effort signalled equally by the buying of new chinaware and Elena’s purchase of
proto-New Age philosophies. In contrast, the Carvers, with their cool Philip
Johnson-style glass house that ostensibly signals openness about their lives,
have severed themselves from a past predicated on picket-fenced ideals.

Architecture is essential to the film and director Lee has a rare skill: the ability to
communicate via the spatial relationships between the characters and the
things around them. A brief scene depicts Ben at work in the city, a bored man
in a board meeting, sitting as stiffly as the skyscrapers glimpsed in the window
behind him. His sense of discomfort with power and himself is neatly secured
in this wordless moment. (By way of contrast, Janey’s voracious appetite for
domination is economically conveyed when she toys with her son’s cowboy
whip out in their back garden, a delicious moment which Sigourney Weaver
makes her own.)

Perhaps the most symbolic and dangerously gaping space of them all in the
film is Mikey’s haunting ground, the swimming pool empty of water and
collecting dry leaves. Like some waiting mass grave, it implies the deep dead-
end of affluence while firmly rooting the film in John Cheever country (Frank and
Eleanor Perry’s adaptation of The Swimmer of 1968 would make an interesting
double bill with The Ice Storm, as would the 1970 Perry movie, Diary of a Mad
Housewife). The empty pool also augurs the tragedy to come, The Ice Storm’s
coup de grace that finally underscores the fragility of relationships and life itself.

Lizzie Francke, Sight and Sound, February 1998
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The Ice Storm was brought to the attention of producer James Schamus by his
wife, literary scout Nancy Krikorian, who knew Rick Moody from Columbia
University’s MFA program. ‘It's an astonishingly cinematic book,” says
Schamus. ‘But, because of its truly literary qualities, people may have missed
its extraordinary cinematic possibilities.’

Schamus showed the book to Ang Lee, with whom he and partner Ted Hope
had already made four films. Despite the obvious appeal of Moody’s comedy of
familial errors for the creator of The Wedding Banquet, Lee says what attracted
him to the book was its climax: the scene where Ben Hood makes a shocking
discovery in the ice, followed by the emotional reunion of the Hood family on
the morning after the storm. “The book moved me at those two points,’ says
Lee. ‘I knew there was a movie there.’

Lee signed on to make and film and it fell to Schamus, while he and Lee were
in England making Sense and Sensibility, to turn Moody’s very literary novel
into a screenplay that would serve the director’s purposes. (Lee and Schamus
had previously worked together on the writing of Lee’s first three films, Pushing
Hands, The Wedding Banquet and Eat Drink Man Woman.)

The Ice Storm, which is set in the High Seventies, is a period piece, like Ang
Lee’s previous film: an adaptation of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility that
was nominated for seven Academy Awards and won ong, for Emma
Thompson’s screenplay. ‘I felt this was just the opposite of Sense and
Sensibility,” Lee says. ‘In Sense and Sensibility the social code wants you to be
rational and good, and the characters want to be bad; in The Ice Storm the
social code wants you to be bad, and actually they’re not so bad after all — they
still want to be good!’

In other ways, The Ice Storm is a new departure for the filmmaker. In Lee’s first
three films the characters are breaking with old ways, but the values of tradition
are movingly embodied by the wise, dignified father played in each film by
Sihung Lung. (Lee jokingly refers to those films as his ‘Father Knows Best’
trilogy.) ‘Wise’ and ‘dignified’, however, are hardly the words to describe The
Ice Storm’s befuddled anti-hero Ben Hood, or any of the other parents in the
film, who are too precccupied with their own need for ‘self-realisation’ to set an
example for their children.

‘The structure of society is breaking down more in this film than in my early
films,” Lee says. ‘The situation is more chaotic. The whole nation is in an
adolescent period, experimenting with new things, new rules — even the adults
are behaving like adolescents.’

‘At the same time, the period portrayed is innocent and good, because people
are rebelling against old rules and the old order. The concept of the New Age
looks a little funny today, but the characters in the film are reaching out for
something. We're jaded now, while the people of that era were very fresh and
bold about reaching for their limits.

‘What they encounter in the process is human nature, and the ice storm, which
gives you a little more respect for Nature. It turns out that we’re not that free
after all.’
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