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In Brief

Seven former college friends, along with a few new friends, gather for a weekend
reunion at a summer house in New Hampshire to reminisce about the good old
days, when they got arrested on the way to a protest in Washington, DC.
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In the sixties and seventies, “American independent” films basically
came in three varieties: exploitation, sexploitation and
blaxploitation. Art houses showed only foreign films or the
occasional John Cassavettes psychodrama. Yes, “Eraserhead” and
“Pink Flamingos” were big on the midnight circuit, but there was no
way your Aunt Minnie (even your fairly hip, highly educated Aunt Minnie) was ever going to see those….No matter how you sliced it,
indie movies before 1980 were located strictly in the underground or the low rent district. (Not that there’s anything wrong with that!)

Financed with money that John Sayles had made writing for exploitation king Roger Corman, “Return of the Secaucus 7″was the first
successful American independent film to attract wide attention without the benefit of shock value, intense theatrics or snob appeal.
The sort of small-scale “people story” that Hollywood had always avoided, and was now completely abandoning, it became a hit on
the art-house circuit and opened the door for an entire movement. Spike Lee, Jim Jarmusch, the Coen Brothers and just about every
other interesting U.S. filmmaker under age sixty owes the film a big debt. It also famously prefigured Lawrence Kasdan’s slicker, more
entertaining, “The Big Chill” by about four years.

So “Return” is important, but assuming you’re not an amateur film historian, is it actually worth seeing? Well, many years back, I walked
out on it. I liked Sayles from other films, but I was annoyed by the weak acting and unmoved by the low-conflict premise: a bunch of
former free-living-and-loving late sixties radicals realize they’ve become free-loving-and-loving late seventies left-liberals.

I was hasty. Watching it today, “Return of the Secaucus 7″ is a hesitant, often faltering, debut. Fortunately, it also has more than it share
of moments. You just have to wait a bit.

“Return” is the story of a weekend reunion of a large group of old friends with complexly interconnecting life histories. In fact, watching
it is like walking into a party with a bunch of strangers who all know each other and trying to digest who’s married to who, who’s
sleeping with (or has slept with) who, who’s friends, who has old scores to settle and so on. It’s confusing but it eventually pays off.

“Return of the Secaucus 7″ begins to get interesting as the story gets past all the introductions — and a very seventies plot complication
in which one character sleeps with his best friend’s girlfriend one day after they’ve broken up…and no one seems to mind very much.
Eventually, something a little bit darker, funnier and far more interesting begins to take shape. Intimidations of suicide, hard drug use
and the congealing of the utopian sixties into something a bit less pleasant abound, though — in a technique that Sayles would later
return to — we’re never fully clued in.

“Return of the Secaucus 7″may have been a case of the film-going public footing the bill for what was basically a slightly self-absorbed
educational experience. Not only did John Sayles, previously best known as an author of short stories, go on to make many far more
interesting and accomplished films, but the cast (who, like Sayles, were all just pushing thirty) improves as the film progresses. Many
of them, including the increasingly great David Strathairn have gone on to strong, varied careers since.

If only all scholarship money paid off this well.

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO THE “SECAUCUS SEVEN?”

John Sayles debut film, “Return of the Secaucus Seven,” gave birth to the modern independent film. Here’s a film, shot in static
locations, with no camera angles, made in twenty five days on a budget of forty thousand dollars, filmed in 1978 and released two years
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later. There was a time when these details were special, when
independent film was special, not just a pile of “product,” one of
thousands made each year, to be given away by their makers, because
there’s no interest. Forget John Cassavetes, who only spoke to the
snobby film literati set. “Return of the Secaucus Seven” was the first
indie film seen by the mall crowd. It was the first independent film they
showed on my local affiliate which is saying something. The film is like
that: a pioneering experiment. It’s something, anything, and it was the
first. Where now it’s like, “Hey, would somebody please watch my
independent movie?”, back in 1980 it was, “HERE’S MY INDEPENDENT
MOVIE!” Of course, Burt Reynolds was also the number one box office
draw in America at the time. And no, “Return of the Secaucus Seven” is
not the name of a Spanish Western. This is a real movie, warts and all,
bare bones and vanilla, before independent films felt an overwhelming
need to be “about something.” The film is basically about itself, its form,
and for those who don’t like those kinds of films, it offers no apologies.
For the unadventurous, or untraveled moviegoer, “Return of the Secaucus Seven” is a rebuke.

It’s hard to believe it’s been over twenty years since this film came out. Really hard. “Return of the Secaucus Seven” has no real conflict,
except the bewilderment and pain the characters experience upon their thirtieth birthdays. The “Seven” as they’re fondly known,
were of course, a group of would be political activists, in their college years, who planned to storm Washington in the dawn of that
era. Funny how the name “Secaucus Seven” seems to imply a goofy version of the real badass groups of the sixties, like the Chicago
Seven, the SLA, or the big baddies, the CIA. The “Seven” never made it to Washington, they never got to see if Abbie Hoffman could
levitate the Pentagon with what was left of his brain cells. That might be the only conflict in “Return of the Secaucus Seven,” the
aborted trip. They were arrested on their way to Washington, on bogus charges they still can’t comprehend, the details of which haunt
them through their twenties and into middle age. The first shot of the film shows one of the characters plunging his toilet. I think the
point is to show cold domesticity. The “Secaucus Seven” have more or less, been domesticated. Of course, now they’d all be in their
fifties.

The film documents their reunion, at the home of two of the characters (the toilet plunger and his wife) who are married, and resigned
to domestic life. Some of the group members we learn, have done well. We meet a doctoral candidate, and a fast rising congressional
aide. But the two most interesting characters in the film aren’t very successful. There’s Ron(played by Sayles alum David Strathairn),
whose chosen to stay in the hometown and work at a gas station, and wait for life to blissfully elapse, more or less. Then there’s J.T.
(Adam Lefevre), a good natured, yet unambitious drifter who dreams of becoming a folk singer. As Sayles demonstrates(in some
aggressively bad singing scenes), he sucks. Where will J.T. be twenty years from now? Still drifting? More importantly, are we able to
predict such things more from a film that observes its characters all the time, such as Michæl Apted’s “7 Up” series, where we felt we
could predict everything? “Return of the Secaucus Seven” evokes some of those feelings too.

The story structure Sayles uses in “Return of the Secaucus Seven” is groundbreaking too, especially at the beginning. We meet all of
the characters and we’re a bit confused. It’s too hard to follow who’s who. Sayles helps us by introducing a “guest” character (Gordon
Clapp, another Sayles veteran), who does the work for us, by eliciting the information we need from the characters, and it helps us
get everyone straight. The rest of the film? Well, not much happens, not in a typical Hollywood sense. Is the thought of a film containing
nothing but people talking for an hour and forty minutes still considered to be static and on the fringe? There are no “big” moments
in the film. No murders, hidden plots, agendas. We observe some members of the group become closer than others, and some
resentment from other characters, and the spark of some potential(and short lived) love affairs. But Sayles doesn’t feel the need to
resolve anything.

Why did Sayles make this film? Here’s what he had to work with back in 1978:
$40.000 earned from writing films for Roger Corman, a bunch of actor friends
from Summer Stock, willing to work for food, a modest home in New
Hampshire and oh yeah, the use of a bar for twenty four hours. What kind of
film would you be able to make? What kind of film would we expect Sayles to
shoot? What kind of film would we have expected from Kevin Smith, given the
resources he had before making “Clerks?” If Sayles could’ve made a slasher
film, would he have done it? Maybe. Why wouldn’t he, if he had possessed the
resources?

“Acting is cheap,” explains Sayles. “I knew I couldn’t afford lots of moving
cameras, and cranes and dollies, so I needed to get movement into the film,
any way I could. I thought that if I have lots of little subplots, I can always cut
to a different subplot, and that’ll give the film the movement I need. I realized
early on that the film was going to be a group of people, turning thirty, who
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had lots of subplots with each other.”

Exactly, and isn’t this the same approach we saw in “Slacker,” made a decade later?
Maybe a better word is freedom. Maybe that’s what you get when you have nothing
with which to shoot a film. All of Sayles’ films show a tremendous amount of
storytelling freedom. When a character in a Sayles film walks off screen, you get the
eerie feeling that THEY ARE off screen, living, breathing, possibly about to walk back
into the frame, unlike mainstream films where characters seem to exit the stage at
random. The characters in Sayles’ films, and the films of Richard Linklater, seem to
exist in that parallel universe.

There’s something else special about Sayles, visible throughout “Return of the
Secaucus Seven,” and that’s a willingness to move the camera anywhere and
everywhere, also seen with Linklater. So often movies bore us with what’s going on
in the main frame, that we think to ourselves, “Wouldn’t it be great if we could take
the camera and see what’s in the corner of the screen, in that window, down that
street, because this stuff is boring?” “Slacker” paid tribute to this idea, even though
Luis Bunuel had told a similar story in “The Phantom of Liberty.” This was a fresh
form of storytelling, and in “Return of the Secaucus Seven” we see it on display.

“Return of the Secaucus Seven” isn’t a great film. It’s a good film, observant in its
form and in the subtle observations about the characters. Actually, the film was
pioneering(as all important independent films are) in inspiring two better films with

more or less the same story. Both “Four Friends”(1981) and “The Big Chill”(1983) were more literate, and probing examinations of
people recovering from life in the sixties. The performances are better, the director, writing, everything, but that’s to be expected,
right? That’s not a bad thing. It’s great that “Return of the Secaucus Seven” could be so important and influential. Maybe the real
“point” of low budget, original independent films is to inspire better films, with more resources, on more or less the same subject. They
say Hollywood should be remaking bad films not good ones because the bad ones can be more readily improved, as opposed to the
remakes of good ones where the audience will compare and scrutinize more. Why not remake good independent films, ones that are
original yet not as fully realized as they could be?

The characters in “Return of the Secaucus Seven” are tortured with regret of their days of would be activism in the ’60′s and the
ghosts of college days passed and long dead. The film reminds us that reunions, for the most part, are cold, horrible events. It’s like
we prefer people in the past to exist there, in some parallel universe, not to appear twenty years later, bald and fat, but to stay the
same as we pictured them. Twenty years later, it’s likely that the Secaucus Seven wouldn’t even recognize themselves. Would any of
us? How would they feel about a remake?
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