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1965, 66 mins. Directed by Andy Warhol. With Edie Sedgwick.
Note by J.J. Murphy, from jjmurphyfilm.com:

Because Face hasn’t been in circulation since Warhol withdrew his films around 1970 and was screened infrequently at the time it was made, it received little attention from early Warhol film scholars, such as Stephen Koch, Jonas Mekas, or Peter Gidal. As a result, the film comes as a major revelation and provides a crucial link in the phase of Warhol’s filmmaking involving Edie Sedgwick.

In Face, Warhol focuses exclusively on a closeup of Edie’s face for the entire 66-minute film, thereby demonstrating that his most famous superstar had the ability to command an audience’s attention while merely playing music, applying makeup and accessories, smoking marijuana, talking on the phone with a friend, and conversing with Chuck Wein, who, as usual, remains an elusive figure offscreen. Face references trips to Paris, London, and Tangier. In May, Edie and Wein accompanied Warhol and Gerard Malanga to Paris where the Pop artist had a show of smaller flower paintings at Ileana Sonnabend’s Gallery in Paris. It was here that Warhol reportedly announced his decision to give up painting in order to concentrate on film. In POPism, Warhol explains: “I told the French press, ‘I only want to make movies now,’ but when I read the papers the next day, they said that I was ‘going to devote my life to the cinema.’ The French have their way with English–I loved it.”

Warhol also discusses the group’s spontaneous decision to take a detour to Tangier before returning home. He describes an incident in which, as the plane was about to depart for New York, “Chuck leaped up and said, ‘Wait a minute, I’ll be right back.’ He ran down the steps of the plane and disappeared. We took off. All the way across the Atlantic, I wondered whether there was something he knew that we didn’t, like, say, there was a bomb on the plane or drugs in our baggage.” As might be expected, Chuck’s erratic behavior had an unnerving effect on the rest of them, especially Edie. Warhol comments: “Chuck came in on the next flight. I realized he might have bolted just because he’d gotten one of those cosmic flashes that our plane was going to crash. He was from Harvard, after all, which was early LSD country. I never did find out for sure, though.”

This particular incident, as well as Edie and Chuck’s travel experiences more generally, provide important backstory for Face, along with the superstar’s well-known obsession with both lipstick and makeup. According to Tony Scherman and David Dalton in Pop: The Genius of Andy Warhol, “Edie’s dalliances with lipstick and makeup were similarly epic. Chronically late, she could easily spend three hours doing her face to the exasperation of anyone who happened to be waiting for her to show up. Her belated arrivals at parties and openings, hours after she was expected, created a sense of drama and seemed the sign of a true diva.”

Face begins with a profile closeup of Edie. We hear the spoken credits, which indicate the film’s original title, Isn’t It Pretty to Think So, and that it is “by Chuck Wein for Andy Warhol.” As her name is read, Edie turns toward the camera. She puts on a record. We hear the Righteous Brothers singing, “You’ve Lost That Loving Feeling,” which became a number one hit single in 1965. Edie lights a cigarette, puts a piece of gum into her mouth, combs and brushes her hair, and blows a steady stream of smoke out of her mouth. Edie applies makeup to her cheeks and nose with a brush. The song ends, but she decides to play it again. Edie looks around the frame, drinks what appears to be orange juice in a goblet, and eventually puts a pill in her mouth and washes it down. She then puts on lipstick.

Roughly two-thirds of the way through the first reel, the music switches from pop songs to what sounds like the music soundtrack from a Fellini film. Edie wets a marijuana cigarette with her lips. She looks offscreen and asks Chuck whether he’s going to wake up and begins to smoke the joint. Chuck talks about having things to do, causing Edie to mutter to herself. Suddenly anxious, she asks, “How am I ever going to get ready?” Chuck indicates that they’re going by plane, not boat, so that automatically limits what she can bring. Edie answers, “I just have so many things. That’s the trouble.” When Wein indicates that she doesn’t have to be ready until Thursday, Edie indignantly responds, “Now? Thursday! How can I possibly get ready? There’s no chance!”

As the second reel begins, Chuck discusses the fact that he missed the plane in Tangier….The issue of Chuck missing the plane in Tangier appears to be a sore point in their relationship because he returns to it again. He says, “The only reason that I’m talking about the trip is that I wanted to say that I didn’t miss the plane on purpose. I didn’t have a chance to say it before.” They talk about Chuck getting stopped by customs agents. Chuck suggests their group looked rather conspicuous, especially Edie who had leopard and mink coats on her arm, while wearing leotards and “earrings that interfere with cleavage.” In response to his dig at her lack of cleavage—something he alludes to in Poor Little Rich Girl(1965) as well–Edie yells, “Oh, we’re going to get on a bad subject.” As they talk, Edie get more and more stoned–a situation which Chuck then deliberately exploits, while the camera continues to record her.

Warhol had the idea of filming Edie’s life over the course of an entire day. He claimed: “I only wanted to find great people and let them be themselves and talk about what they usually talked about and I’d film them for a certain length of time and that would be the movie.” Like other Chuck Wein films featuring Edie, Facecould be understood in relation to this concept, but it fails to account for the formal choices Warhol makes: the decision to shoot back and white film stock, his use of a fixed camera, the close framing, the careful attention to lighting, and the film’s structure.

If this were simply a recording of a segment of Edie’s life (in this case, shot in a continuous closeup), as Warhol would have us believe, it wouldn’t be nearly as interesting. The concept behind the film, as was true of all of the Chuck Wein films, was to set up Edie for something unexpected to happen. What actually occurs is that Edie becomes so high during the course of the film, that when she makes a statement and expresses a viewpoint that she assumes Chuck shares, he suddenly plays a “mind game” on her, which alters the dynamics of the film. By having the camera close to Edie’s face, we’re able to view her stunned reaction.

Face might prove to be the best vehicle for displaying what made Edie the greatest Warhol superstar, namely her incredible presence on camera. Her radiant facial features have tremendous visual impact, which is the quality that attracted Warhol to her. As Bibbe Hansen, who appeared in several Warhol films, puts it in Edie: Girl on Fire: “Looking back at me looking at it then—we’re getting very Proustian here—she had the most amazing and wonderful quality to live in the film frame. To live there, to breathe, to inhabit it.” While Edie manages to inhabit an extremely tight frame, it is the final three minutes of Face that prove most riveting. Warhol claimed that all his films were “artificial” because he didn’t know “where the artificial stops and the real starts.” The major interest of Face is in how the film manages to explore this very boundary.
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