
Alone On the Range
Kristen Stewart fills Montana’s 
empty spaces in Certain Women 

THE SCREENING ROOM
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KELLY REICHARDT’S sixth 
feature, Certain Women, 
is set in Montana, but if 
you’re expecting Brad Pitt 
or Robert Redford to come 
riding by on soft-focus 
horseback, haloed by the 
sun, think again. The film 
is a triptych of tales about 
three women—a lawyer, an 
alienated mother and a ranch 
hand—whose paths loosely 
intersect in a remote town. 
The only Stetsons in sight 
adorn showroom dummies 
in a dusty store. The only 
talk of new frontiers comes 
from the crew of the Starship 
Enterprise on a flickering 
TV, watched at home by 
someone in bed in her socks. 
There is a moment when 
one character does give 
another a ride on a horse—a 
transcendent moment of 
connection in a film full of 
lonely souls—but then drops 
her off at her Prius in a dimly 
lit car lot. From Stagecoach to 
this: That’s a long trip. 

Reichardt has made 
only one explicit Western‚ 
Meek’s Cutoff (2010), about 
settlers crossing the Oregon 
high desert in 1845, but like 
her contemporary films—
including Old Joy and Wendy 
and Lucy—Certain Women 
feels Western-haunted. 
Adapted from three stories 
by Maile Meloy, and shot 
in 16 mm by Christopher 
Blauvelt, the film allows the 
natural grandeur of snowy 
mountains, rolling grassland 
and gray, unforgiving skies  
to dwarf the drab office 
blocks and recession-hit 
main-street stores in which 
the characters live and  

work. Empty space belittles 
and subtly mocks their urge 
for connection. 

In the first story, a 
lawyer named Laura Wells 
(Laura Dern) returns to her 
office after an afternoon 
assignation with a married 
man, uses a lint-roller to 
dust off her blouse, and 
then receives a bothersome 
client, an injured 
construction worker (Jared 
Harris). Driven to despair 
by his case, Harris proceeds 
to take a security guard at 
his old firm hostage, and the 

police send Laura in to calm 
him down. 

This plot development 
may recall Reichardt’s 
eco-thriller Night Moves 
(2013), but here as there, 
her method is so studiously 
low key as to reveal the 
absurdity of histrionics. 
When Dern’s lover is shown 
to be the husband of a 
character from another of 
the stories, the revelation 
lies flat. Nothing comes of 
it. The deception just sits 
there, a dull fact of life. 
Reichardt’s lack of fuss 

make you sit bolt upright.
The uneasy, fatigued 

co-dependence of men and 
women is the theme, too, 
of the second story. Gina 
(Michelle Williams) is trying 
to build a dream weekend 
cottage with her alienated 
husband (James LeGros) 
and sullen teenage daughter 
(Sara Rodier). They find 
some vintage sandstone on 
the property of a doddery 
old rancher neighbor (René 
Auberjonois), whose speech 
is all senile non sequiturs—“I 
fell the other week,” he tells 

them, apropos of nothing. 
“Some people were here,” 
he adds. Is Gina taking 
advantage of an old man? 
Buying the stone leaves her 
unaccountably sad. Of the 
three, this is the story in 
which Reichardt’s muted 
method comes dangerously 
close to wispy: It’s a series  
of washed-out gray skies 
with emotions to match.  
Is the vignette’s listlessness 
and taciturnity a sign of 
unspoken emotions and 
unbearable tensions, or is  
it just moodiness? Is our  
lack of engagement a bug or 
a feature? 

Reichardt’s true mode is 
nomadic—her characters 
are most resonant when 
they are most restless. In 
the third and best story, 
Beth (Kristen Stewart), a 
young law graduate, drives 
for four hours twice a week 
to teach a night class on law 

and education, something 
she knows nothing about. 
“I’m having to learn just 
enough to be able to teach 
it,” she admits to a young 
female ranch hand called 
Jamie (newcomer Lily 
Gladstone), who seems to 
have wandered into her 
class by accident. Or is it 
something else that drove 
her there? Going to a diner 
afterward, Beth wolfs 
down a hamburger, while 
Jamie watches her—with a 
bashfulness that suggests 
she thinks stealing glances 
is an actual crime. With her 
soft, round face and slow, 
liquid movement, Gladstone 
is a find: She listens to 
Stewart as if hearing human 
speech for the first time. 
Never has the Twilight star 
been so adored on screen, 
even by Robert Pattinson. 

What follows, in fact, 
seems a poignant alt-indie 
rendering of Stewart’s status 
as Global Crush Object: 
a perfect heart-shaped 
vignette about infatuation 
that comes as welcome 
palate-freshener after the 
wind-chapped loneliness of 
the preceding stories. After 
Stewart fails to show for  
a class, Jamie makes the  
trek to her hometown to 
seek her out. As she passes 
warmly lit restaurants and 
glinting neon signs, the 
town seems be glowing  
with apprehension and 
yearning. So now we know 
how the West was won:  
with desire.—TOM SHONE  

+ 
WHAT WOMEN 
WANT: Kristen 
Stewart as 
Beth, the lonely, 
crush-inspiring 
law graduate 
in the third of 
Certain Women’s 
three tales.

+ 
PRODUCT 
PLACEMENT: 
A still from 
L’Air du Temps, 
a GCC video 
installation  
from 2015.

RADAR

Group think

Releases continue to Mar. 23FR
O

M
 T

O
P

: 
PA

R
K

 C
IR

C
U

S
/S

O
N

Y;
 G

C
C

/M
IT

C
H

EL
L-

IN
N

ES
 &

 N
A

S
H

, N
Y

63NEWSWEEK M A R C H  1 0 ,  2 0 1 7

Whitney Biennial 2017: New York, 
Mar. 17 to Jun. 11; WHITNEY.ORG

THIS SPRING visitors to 
the Whitney Museum of 
American Art in New York 
City will be greeted by a 
huge orange melon looming 
over the sixth-floor terrace. 
The work—inspired by a 
mysterious fruit covered 
in occult writings that 
washed up on a Persian 
Gulf beach last fall—is by 
the international artist 
collective GCC. And it’s 
a highlight of Whitney 
Biennial 2017, the major 
survey of new American art, 
opening March 17.  

Made up of a group of 
eight artists, designers 
and curators scattered 
between cities in Europe, 
the Middle East and the 
U.S., GCC met four years 
ago in the VIP lounge at 
Art Dubai. Since then it 
has become known for 
projects that slyly lampoon 
the West’s influence on the 
Arab world, like videoing 
imaginary Arabic products 
in a Parisian hotel (below). 

GCC is one of 
six collectives and 
collaboratives in this year’s 
biennial. Collectives have 
been included in the show 
since at least the 1990s, 
but in recent years their 
numbers have surged; in 
2014 no fewer than eight 

took part. Many in the 
current crop have their 
roots in politics. Occupy 
Museums, an offshoot 
of Occupy Wall Street, 
will present one of its 
trademark Debtfairs: 
installations of work by 
debt-saddled artists, 
bundled like commodities. 
Postcommodity, a 
collective comprising 
artists from Arizona and 
New Mexico, will show a 
video shot along the U.S.-
Mexico border. 

GCC is on-trend in 
another way too: The group 
meets only once a year, but 
it communicates constantly 
via WhatsApp. The internet 
allows many collaborators 
to work without even 
having to meet in person. 
In today’s global art world, 
“many artists are itinerant,” 
says the biennial’s 
co-curator Christopher 
Y. Lew. “And we’re all in 
constant communication.” 
Like that melon on the 
beach, the modern artist 
sends messages from 
far away—though they 
might be a little easier to 
decipher.—CAROL KINO   


