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Wes Anderson’s “latest opus,” The Life Aquatic With Steve Zissou, is a strange, dense, quirky, funny, dark and emotionally affecting film that nevertheless finishes up as a whole that is less than the sum of its parts. It is a film that, strangely, gives the impression quite like the void of the ocean on and in which it takes place: ostensibly teeming with life, but disarmingly large and endlessly empty to the casual observer. It’s the type of film that is impossible to review without sounding contradictory: notice how, in the first few sentences of the first paragraph alone, I’ve used such diverse adjectives as “funny,” “affecting,” and “empty” to describe it. The Life Aquatic, I guess, is just that kind of movie—it is both marvelous and messy, disarming and disorienting, hilarious and absurd. In short, it is exactly the kind of movie you’d expect from the director of Bottle Rocket, Rushmore, and The Royal Tenenbaums, except with an infinitely larger production budget and plot tangents that are ten times more “out there” than any with which he has worked before.

The richness and boldness of the plot blindsided me, and not always in overwhelmingly good ways. I do consider myself an educated fan of Wes Anderson, the auteur, but nothing about my past experiences with his films could have prepared me for the strange environments and characters contained in The Life Aquatic. Let’s see. It is mainly about an aging “pop” oceano-documentarian’s (Bill Murray) quest to exact revenge on the mysterious shark that attacked and killed his partner while they and their crew were filming the last installment of his long-running (think: Jacques Cousteau) series, “The Life Aquatic With Steve Zissou.” So, it’s a revenge movie, right? Well, not exactly. Early on, the movie also reveals a character by the name of Ned Plympton (Owen Wilson) who takes a leave of absence from his job as a pilot for Air Kentucky so he can, for a little while at least, be near the man who just might be his biological father. So, it’s a family drama, right? Well, not exactly. You see, there’s also the problem of Zissou’s wife (Angelica Houston), the heiress of a billion-dollar fortune (and the “brains” of the whole operation) who is getting bored with her husband now that popular interest in his life’s work is beginning to wane. Consider, also, the British reporter (Cate Blanchett) from Modern Oceanographer magazine who is invited on board to cover Team Zissou’s latest expedition—despite the danger that the article she writes will do more harm than good to some already fragile reputations—because they really, really need the press. And did I mention that the reporter is five months pregnant with her (married) editor’s baby and both Ned and Steve fall in love with her during the trip? Add to that strange mix some weird subplots about modern-day pirate abductions, locating financial backing for the expedition in some very strange places, competition with a slick, modern, corporate-funded Zissou doppelganger (Jeff Goldblum) who is also the bisexual ex-husband of Zissou’s current wife…and you begin to get just an initial impression of how this film constantly walks the fine line between zany brilliance and sprawling catastrophe. And I didn’t even mention the presence of the crewmember whose only purpose on the ship, it seems, is to relieve dramatic tension at key moments by strumming on his guitar and singing old David Bowie tunes in Portugese.

So, why did I award this “messy” film four stars out of five? While it is true that the final film might have benefited from some major editorial soul-searching early during the screenwriting process, The Life Aquatic is still chock full of moments that do actually work extremely well on an emotional level. It is the kind of film that pulls you into its strange world and surrounds you, and immerses you in its void with the promise that, if you make the leap, there will be plenty to see and hear that you have never, ever seen and heard before. The production values in this film set a standard for greatness of detail and congruence and continuity that, I’m certain, will never be matched by any other “art” film, regardless of studio budget. In addition, the acting is so brilliantly played, so deadpan hilarious, and accomplished so consistently by such a large ensemble cast that you can’t help but get the impression that each and every participant believed quite strongly in the merits of the film, its director, and the message they were proclaiming, whatever it may have been. 

Finally, the scenes and stories in this film that work well work very well, achieving a sort of worldly transcendence, that which affords the discerning viewer giddy, highly emotional experiences that, in the movies at least, are extremely hard to come by these days. Take, for example, the scene where a major character (I won’t tell which) dies very suddenly and violently in an accident at sea. That death scene is so brilliantly executed, so unexpected, so violent, and so completely and perfectly realized that watching it is like receiving a swift kick to the head—in a good way, of course. As the scene played out, I actually rose halfway up from my seat, gritting my teeth and gripping the seat in front of me, feeling the instant tears starting to make their way to my eyes. It was only when the scene was finally over that I realized how well the filmmakers manipulated me, emotionally and physically, finally leaving me with the overall impression that it would easily be worth sitting through hours and hours of unrealized dreck just to have just one similar five-minute experience.

The Life Aquatic is comprised of a lot more wonderful moments like that than it is dreck, and the fact that it is an imperfect film simply makes it that much more interesting. Hardcore Wes Anderson fans certainly will be expecting a lot from this new movie, and those who are familiar with the signature conventions founded in his previous films will not be disappointed. But The Life Aquatic does Anderson’s (and Murray’s, and Wilson’s, and Houston’s, who have all worked with the director before) reputation one better by taking a much wider aim this time—this film is the scattered buckshot to Rushmore’s singing blade and Tenenbaum’s flaming arrow. I like a film that takes continuous chances and fails with them only half of the time, in contrast to the types of movies that never take any chances and, thereby, have no possibility of making any type of lasting impressions on their viewers at all, good or bad. The Life Aquatic With Steve Zissou is one of the year’s best films and, amazingly, is probably the worst film ever to receive a commendation of that type. After reading a contradictory statement like that, your curiosity should be piqued. Satisfy it by seeing this movie.

Rated “R” for pervasive profanity and drug use, nudity, and sudden violence.
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