Brotherly Love

The documentary Imagmmg Robert takes a close look at t/oe zmpm of mean zllness on one ﬁzmz{y

By Amy Kroin

ack in 1973, Anne Neugeboren decided to

do what so many Jewish women of a certain

age choose to do: pack her bags and move
to Flotida. But Annés desire ro relocate from her
longtime home in Brooklyn was not motivated
by visions of canasta games played out under a
West Palm Beach sun: Anne wanted to leave be-
cause she wanted to flee her youngest son,
Robert, who had had his first mental breakdown
a decade earlier at the age of 19. _

" After years of watching Robert move in and
out of hospitals, after years of watching his diag-
nosis change from schizophrenia to manic de-
pression to hypomania, after years of watching
him move from one failed medication regine to
the next, Anne Neugeboren had had enough.
And so there came an evening when she told her
husband that she wanted them to get the hell
out of Dodge. David Neugeboren's reaction, re-
counted in the new Florentine Films documen-
taryfmagzmrzg Robeﬂ‘, was one of horror.

“I beg of you,” he said, down on his knees be-
fore his wife. “One does not abandon a child.”
But for Anne, there was no other alternative.

Having a child with mental illness, she once”

said, is worse than death. And so she persuaded

her husband to move to Florida, and she saw

her youngest son just two more times in her life
before she died of Alzheimer’s disease more than
20 years later. On one of those occasions — at a
bar mitzvah for a family member — Anne did
not even recognize Robert. Extending her hand,
she introduced herself. “Hello,” she said, “I'm
Anne Neugeboren.”

The story of this mother’s reaction to her son’s
disease is explored to memorable effect in finag-
ining Robert: My Brother, Madness, and Survival.
The film, which will premiete this Sunday at
Smith College, is based on the acclaimed mem-
oir written by Robert’s older brother Jay Neuge-
boren, an awatd-wmmng novelist, essayist and

short story writer who taught in UMass’ M.FA

ptogmm until he retired last May.

 Shot on video, with occasionally fuzzy andlo,- i
 this one-hour film adaptation of Neugeboren's

‘memoir was directed by Haydenville resident

Lawrence Hott and edited by his wife Diane
- Garey, the eam behind such noted documen- -
taries a§ Divided Highiways. Aware that there are
already a great many films dealing with the med-
‘ical roots and cultural consequences of mental’ °
illness, Hotr and Garey set outmmakeapmce £

- thar explores the i l.mpact of thjs dlseasc 011 one
o ;mmcuiarfzmﬁy

“At the center of Imgmm Raism are the'_
| wiiter and fa-
ther of three, the other a man who has lived -
most of his adult life shuttered away from the
* won an Emmy, a Peabody and two Academy

‘Award nominations for their various films —

take a cue from Jay Neugeboren's approach in -

 Neugeboren brothers, one a gifte

bmader culwure.
' “For 37 years,” writes Hotr'in his directors
notes, “[Robert] has lived within the mental
healch system, his treatient and. pro
. changmg with each new doctor and e

Znosis
‘new,

_cune " He has been in s_;wte hospitals,’ Clt}]' ‘hospi-'

tals, halfway houses, group homies, jail cells, elite -

treatment centets, forensic hospitals, and, for
brief periods, in his own apartments. He has
been treated with gas inhalation, insulin coma
therapy, four-point restraints; and vireually the
entire armamentatia of neureleptic and psy-

chotropic drugs. Through the years hé’s also par-

ticipated in group therapy, family therapy, mul- .

tifamily group therapy, psychoanalytically ori-
ented psychotherapy, art cherapy, behavioral
therapy, vocational rehabilitation therapy, and
milien therapy. Most often, though, he has had
an abundance of drugs and a sad lack of care,”
And through it all he’s had a brother who has
served as his best friend and primary caretaker.

Anne Neugeboten passed the torch to ]aywhm i
- she decided to' escape to Florida. “You be’in”
charge from now on, ]ay, shc ssud “I ]ust mnt: :

'handle it anymorc, )

hanky film out of the story behind Inagining
‘Robert. Tust consider the possibilities: You've -

-=Itw01ﬂdhavebw)aﬂtooeasymwrmgatluee-'-""
; ‘strong that Jay heard ftom -m;

gbtamanmaxedhkcanumbermd)mthemen—

~ tal health ¢ system, you've got parents who have

* gone AWOL, yo've got 4 devoted older brother
F‘okmg out for his younger stb]mg Robm i
Williams would jump at the material.

Fortunately, Hott and Garey — who hav_e

his memoir and steer away from manipulative

* or familiar storytelling techniques. And they get

ot of the way of their subject: There’s no narra-

]_ay (rea.t} smd R.obe.l_'t Neuge_l_mm as chlld.ren inBrooklyn o

film opens in 1999 he’ living at Proj

tion, no commentary from experts in the field; -
no attempt to draw neat conclusions from the
material at hand. Instead, the brothers them-
selves occupy center stage, and through their
words we become aware of how it is possible, as
Jay himself notes, to live a rich life while coping
with mental illness.

Early on'in the film Jay recalls a time when
Robert was doing well enough to justify being
moved out of the locked ward he had been con-
fined to at Staten Island’s South Beach Psychi:
atric Center. Robert’s psychiatrist dismissed Jay’s
suggestion with the flip retort: “Talk to the gov-
emor.” Jay proceeded to do just that, penning a
letcer to then-Gov. Cuomo, asking whether

there l:mght bq&nmc way out for hl.s bmther

power to help ‘And, years later, the-act of wri
ing fmagining Robert did a great deal. for Rol
Neugeboren — the reaction to the book w
ple in the
‘mental health field who were dctcl.‘!mned to find
a beter way for Robert.

And s0, two years after the books public
Robert is no longer institutionalized. Whe

al, a residence’ for mentally ill and forme

homeless people. There’s a huge contrast be-
tween the hospirals Robert has spent much of

‘his life in — places where he was beaten up and
locked in solitary — and this sunny facilicy with -

its Diego Rivera prints and plush furnlshlngs.

* The action of writing the letter in and of it- -
self is slgmﬁcaj‘lt, for it shows what Robert has :
' “that so many in his position do'not: an advocate -
wrlhng ‘and able to do everything within hl_s osi

and dedicated staff. What's most profound is the
_degree of freedom afforded Robert, who is al-
“lowed to come and go as he pleases.”

The film follows the brothers as they go on
outings to a Chinese restaurant, to Lieberman's
Photo Suidio, to their old high school in Brook-
Iyn. Sometimes Robert is a charmer; other times
he’s ornery. There’s a sense of world-weariness in
Jay's response to the more combative behavior;
it’s clear that he’s been down this path many

times before. But what emerges most vividly is

the depth of the connection between the two -
brothers. Jay looks out for Robert; but he does- -
n't patronize him. At one point, as the two are
about to embark on a walk, he reaches out to
his brother. “You OK?” he asks. “You need to

lean on me a llttlc’

taking care of other people: his brother, his

mother during her struggle with
Alzheimer’s, his three children, whom he raised
as a single parent. He'’s measured throughout the
film, but there are points where a sense of ex-
haustion comes through.

‘Robert, for his part, emerges as the life of the
party. In his youth an accomplished actor, writer
and athlete, he’s got a wiy sense of humor and
an enduring spirit of independence. It’s clear
that he doesn't want to be coddled; he wants to
exercise his right to make his own decisions, to
have some degree of ownership over his life, “I'm
a little wacky, that’s all,” he says at one point.

The weight of the past bears down on both
brothers in this documentary. We learn that
Anne Neugeboren worked full-time to support
the family, that David Neugeboren was a failed
businessman, that Robert’s first breakdown —
during which he tried to strangle his father and
seduce his mother — flew in the face of all the

J ay Neugeboren has spent much of his life

promise he had shown dutlng his childhood.

One_ of the most moving momente comes.

hen Jay recalls his mother's decision to leave

Robert; we see Jay talkmg to the camera, and

then both brothers reviewing: thc footage on

video. “Imcrymg, says Robert

“So am I, says Jay.

- The film charts a journey for thc brothcrs
implicitly the question of whether
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