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�
It is a combination that generates swooning excitement in any film-lover.  A new film by Martin Scorsese.  Set in New York, even better, in a modern-day New York replete with all his trademarks.  It has an agonised hero seeking redemption amid a torrential river of street scum.  It has blood, guilt, religious anguish.  It has cheerfully psychotic sidekicks.  It has a pounding soundtrack stunningly interwoven with scorching neon imagery.  It has loop-the-loop camerawork.  It is edited with singular virtuosity.  It is vintage Scorsese.  


On paper anyway, unless you don't mind the absence of a cathartic ending.  


Bringing Out The Dead, the director's eighteenth feature film, is a kinetic account of 48 hours in the life of a paramedic suffering occupational meltdown.  Nicolas Cage plays the self-described "grief mop" who is haunted by the ghosts of patients he failed to keep alive.  "My life was less about saving lives," he intones, "than about bearing witness.  It was enough that I simply showed up." It's uncanny how much of it feels tailor-made for Scorsese, who says his films often "circle the theme of how a flawed man can become saved".  


But for all its richness, Bringing Out The Dead has captivated only a handful of critics and not many more viewers.  The film managed just fourth place at the American box office with an estimated $6 million.  This was a weak figure in a pretty inert week generally.  The Best Man, a black wedding comedy directed by Malcolm D.  Lee, cousin of Spike Lee, opened at No 1 with just $9 million.  


Bringing Out The Dead is a consecutive misfire for Scorsese, following on from 1998's Kundun, financially his least successful film, which took just $5.7 million in the US.  


Kundun, at least, was never meant to engage the mainstream.  A defiantly abstruse work, it took the form of a mystical "tone poem" to relay the exile of the Dalai Lama.  It also chose to end at the moment of the Dalai Lama's flight from his homeland, which was about the least satisfying moment one could pick in dramatic terms.  If anything, the Dalai Lama's real story begins with his enforced exile.  


Bringing Out The Dead offers a similar climactic disappointment.  It is masterful movie-making, but bewildering storytelling.  Paul Schrader wrote the adaptation from the novel by former paramedic Joe Connolly.  The pretentious pulp origins seep through in the odd chunk of bad prose voiceover.  But when a film is this well directed it takes a while to discern the tin-ear.  LA Confidential, The Matrix and Scorsese's own Cape Fear are good examples of this.  Watch them with the sound down and the imagery and faces still captivate.  Listen to them without the visuals and the crummy dialogue becomes shockingly apparent.  


The flattest moments in Bringing Out The Dead are the would-be romance between Cage and his real-life wife Patricia Arquette.  She plays the daughter of a patient he saves.  One can see the noble intention.  It's meant to be about hesistant bruised souls trying to connect.  And there is a sweetness somewhere in their performances, but the awkward boy-meets-girl scenes multiply rather than progress, with stalled dialogue to match.  


Hi.  Hi.  How are you? Good.  And you? Good.  You want a coffee? Sure.  Thanks.  


That's no exaggeration either.  The poetry of desperation it's not, apart from one magical little scene which conveys all the yearning - a favourite Scorsese word - without any dialogue.  


The pair ride in the back of an ambulance, side by side, not looking at each other.  The moment is subtly charged because she has accepted his offer of a lift.  (It's a huge plot point for this couple.) The camera racks focus from his expression to hers and then gently back, catching their optimism but keeping them still visually distinct.  A pocket of tenderness eavesdropped.  


The ending has no such resonance, but a few critics are embracing the fizzle as a virtue.  Roger Ebert of the Chicago Sun-Times says:  "The film wisely has no real plot, because the paramedic's days have no beginning or goal, but are a limbo of extended horror." Richard Shickel of Time magazine says:  "What's best about the film is its resistance to the conventional three-act movie structure.  Its string of incident is relentless, virtually undifferentiated, like life, and contains no promise of uplifting resolution." In other words:  it is episodic, repetitive and has a downbeat ending, which is suddenly a good thing.  Well, it is a good thing if it offers the viewer fulfilment, even complicated and depressing fulfilment.  But the climax of Bringing Out The Dead offers much less drama than the rush of events that precedes it - nearly two hours of crashing into cars, rushing babies to intensive care, dangling off rooftops, saving railing-impaled victims.  


It is an ending that leaves one short-changed rather than troubled by questions of redemption, forgiveness and mortality.  


Comparing Bringing Out The Dead with Taxi Driver, the Scorsese film it most resembles, offers some clues to this disappointment.  Both films have much of the same iconography:  the sidewalk squalor of pushers, junkies, hookers.  Both use the same roving point of view.  The eyes of Nicolas Cage fill the screen as he gazes at the hell passing by his window.  It might be called Ambulance Driver.  


Except in Taxi Driver, Travis Bickle is a ticking bomb of psychosis.  He spends the whole movie building up his strength and his artillery while looking for an outlet.  He is constantly looking for a purpose.  He finds it too - his attempt to save Jodie Foster's teenage prostitute.  The whole film builds to this explosion - "the psychopath's second coming", the script calls it.  


Bringing Out The Dead has the reverse of this dynamic.  Cage already has his purpose.  His job is saving people's lives - he compares it to "being God" - so he spends the whole movie looking for the strength to keep doing it.  He is tested in wonderful ways.  But unless you count resignation as a character spurt, it is ultimately a film about han
