How does “The Big Lebowski” (1998) position Joel and Ethan Coen as auteurs of the Comedy genre? 

The Big Lebowski stands as a testament to the filmmaking styles and practices of the Coen Brothers. The Coen Brothers signature can be seen in every aspect of the production, from cinematography and sound design to dialogue and character costumes.  The Big Lebowski carries over many trademarks from previous Coen brothers’ films that mark them as auteurs of the comedy genre. In many cases it perfects these trademarks, even creating new ones that would influence their later works. This essay aims to explore the Coen brothers’ style and signature as auteurs through the lens of their crowning achievement, The Big Lebowski.
In The Big Lebowski, the Coen brothers blend traditional western themes and motifs with classic iconography of mid-20th century American culture. Throughout the film we see landscapes of arid desert, cactus and tumbleweeds contrasted with the bright lights of Los Angeles and the iconic Americana within. Within the film we see locations such as bowling alleys and diners featured prominently, serving as a stark contrast to the greater setting of the traditional western landscape. This creates a timeless feeling within The Big Lebowski, a deliberate design choice by the Coens. The merging of the western genre with more modern elements is an aesthetic the Coen brothers would further explore in their later films No Country for Old Men and The Ballad of Buster Scruggs. 
The film opens with establishing landscape shots of the desert outside L.A juxtaposed with narration from Sam Elliot playing a stereotypical cowboy figure. This is another hallmark of the Coen brothers signature style; this same formula is used in their previous film Fargo and their later film No Country for Old Men. Establishing landscape shots are used by the Coen brothers to ground the eccentric characters of The Big Lebowski in the world from the outset and gives the audience a clear sense of place and tone. Juxtaposing these landscape shots with character narration highlights another key aspect of the Coen brothers design ethos, that characters and their environment are of equal importance. This is further explored throughout the film with the frequent use of medium shots, framing the characters clearly in their environment. This technique is used by the Coen brothers to remind the audience that no matter how absurd the plot may be, the characters on screen are still grounded in a real world. This gives The Big Lebowski and their films in general a real sense of place and allows the audience to connect with the characters in a way they might otherwise not have. 
The Big Lebowski also features the Coen brothers signature version of the Shot/Reverse Shot. When filming a Shot/Reverse Shot, the Coen brothers film dialogue “inside the space of conversation” (Joel & Ethan Coen - Shot | Reverse Shot, 2016, 1:14) leading to each character in conversation getting their own single shot. The Coens, along with cinematographer Roger Deakins, use a wider lens and move the camera closer to the subject. This allows the audience to focus on the characters and engage with the dialogue, drawing them further into the scene. 
Alongside these techniques, the Coen Brothers carefully use colour to reflect the tone and setting of their stories. Warm, saturated colours are used in their comedies to reflect the light-hearted, playful nature of the story. This is then contrasted with desaturated colours for more dramatic scenes, often switching dramatically between the two. This motif is further explored within The Big Lebowski where saturated, natural colours are used to reflect the films genre and to emphasise the films setting. The dusty, warm browns of the desert and the bright neon lights of L.A compliment this colour motif perfectly and are utilised throughout the film to further ground it in a sense of place and highlight its overall aesthetic. 
Even more than their cinematography, the Coen brothers’ approach to dialogue stands out as their most defining and easily recognisable signature. The Big Lebowski serves as the foremost example to the effectiveness of their dialogue and features the full range of their creative talents. Comedic repetition and call backs are used throughout the film to elevate the jokes to a much higher level. Repeated lines such as Walter’s signature “Shut the fuck up Donnie” serve not only to heighten the joke upon each repetition but also to illustrate the dynamic between the characters of Walter and Donnie. This is explored with many of the films other characters such as The Dude, Maude and The Big Lebowski himself all having their own repeated catchphrases. This writing technique can be seen in many other Coen directed films and serves as one of the brothers most memorable trademarks. Synonyms are also used by the Coens for comedic effect. This technique is evident in the scene where the Dude attempts to recover his rug from The Big Lebowski, various synonyms for “urinated” are repeated ad nauseum for comedic effect. The flow of dialogue is key in a Coen Brothers film, and so the edit is used to further supplement this. 
General story elements of The Big Lebowski also serve to illustrate the signature style of the Coen Brothers as auteurs. Like many of their other works, The Big Lebowski aligns the audience perspective with that of the common man stumbling through an unexpected predicament. Random chance and the chaos of the universe at large are also explored, Coen brothers’ stories are frequently influenced by matters outside of the protagonist’s control. The Coen brothers’ focus on eccentric characters and complicated plots is on full display within The Big Lebowski. 
Another key element of the Coen brother’s style of directing is their approach to character design and costume. Intense focus is given to these designs, with the wardrobe of a character not only marking them with a distinct silhouette but also reflecting aspects of their character and personality.  This can be seen in the design of the Dude in The Big Lebowski. The Dude’s bathrobe, sandals and Bermuda shorts instantly communicate to the audience his personality is that of a laid back, carefree individual who does not necessarily come from wealth and status. This design ethos extends to the rest of the films cast, with Maude’s symmetrical bob haircut and extravagant clothes communicating to the audience that she is an eccentric, intelligent woman with wealth and status. This philosophy can be seen in everyone of the films eccentric cast of characters, and in the Coen’s body of work at large. Another fine example of the Coen’s signature character design can be seen in No Country for Old Men, where the villainous Anton Chigurh’s striking character design and distinct silhouette embeds itself in the audience’s memory. The Coen Brothers excel at the “show don’t tell” ethos of storytelling with characters so easily identifiable that you could watch the film without the dialogue and still retain a sense of their personalities.
The Coen’s focus on character also extends to the sound design. Characters visual designs are complimented with repeated audio motifs. This can be seen in the major characters having their own personal audio cues attached that reflect their personality. The Dudes’ love of the band Creedence Clearwater Revival is referenced in the world of the movie itself and in the film’s soundtrack. The Coens use diegetic and non-diegetic sound to express each character’s distinct audio motif, using Lookin’ Out My Backdoor by Creedence Clearwater Revival blasting out of the Dude’s car radio as both a comedic device and a clever call-back to the events of the film. Once again, this methodical design practice extends to the rest of the films cast, with classical opera scores being used for The Big Lebowski to reflect his own self-importance and hubris.
Outside of the soundtrack, the Coen brothers utilise various other audio techniques to heighten the comedic experience of the film. A signature used in many of their other works, isolated and exaggerated diegetic sound can be seen in The Big Lebowski. This technique is often implemented by the Coen brothers to heighten comedic scenes or to add comedy to non-comedic. An example of this can be seen at 00:40:25 of The Big Lebowski where a phone’s ringtone is exaggerated to elevate the humour of an already comedic scene.  
Hallmarks and signatures of the Coen brothers can be seen in every aspect of The Big Lebowski. The film serves as a testament to their unique blend of free-flowing dialogue, colour focused cinematography and detailed sound design. It is unmistakably Coen brother’s and is the prime example of their position as auteurs in the comedic genre. Each one of their comedy dramas before and after this film echoes the same design philosophies and techniques they used with The Big Lebowski. While they may differ slightly each film in their library has a distinct feel and design that is synonymous with the Coen brothers.
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