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Introduction

It was a year when animation and “comic book movies” both reached new heights. Animation, by entering unexpected narrative territory with films like WALL-E. Comic book movies, by finding a new depth in films like The Dark Knight and Iron Man—films you couldn’t so easily keep an ironic distance from.

But the news was not so bright in straight narrative films, where several key indie distributors went out of business, and independent filmmakers found it was more difficult than ever to find sources of financing and distribution. When the windows between theatrical release, cable play, and DVD grew smaller, viewers enjoyed their increased choices but were threatened by the prospect of traditional movie theaters disappearing. The best way to see a movie is in a theater with good projection and sound and a sympathetic audience, and it always will be.

For me, this has been a time of health struggles, beginning with surgery in June 2006, followed by other surgeries and complications. There was no traditional Yearbook 2008, but we bridged the gap with a special “anniversary edition” titled Roger Ebert’s Four-Star Reviews—1967–2007.

During my illness I had long periods of recuperation and mobility when I was able to see and review movies, including the past several months, so this 2009 volume contains a respectable cross section of the movies of two years, especially since I doubled back and reviewed some I had missed. It also has the customary Answer Man items, Glossary entries, and something new: Many of the entries I wrote for my new blog on rogerebert.com. The blog was a revelation for me, allowing a new kind of interaction with my readers, who astonished me with their writing, insight, knowledge of movies, and thoughtful comments.

After entries like “In Search of Redemption” and “When a Movie Hurts Too Much,” I was moved by the personal revelations and thoughts so many readers shared. I must have a high-quality readership, because after thousands of comments I have not yet received even one example of that classic online riposte “You suck!”

I find I value movies more than ever these days. They are a lifeline for me. Deprived by necessary surgery of the power of speech, I can no longer appear on television or do many of the things I treasured. But I can still think, see, and review movies, in exactly the same way. And that is a comfort. That, and knowing you are there joining in the dialogue.

ROGER EBERT
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	Poor




	 
	G, PG, PG-13, R, NC-17:
Ratings of the Motion Picture
Association of America




	G

	Indicates that the movie is suitable for general audiences




	PG

	Suitable for general audiences but parental guidance is suggested




	PG-13

	Recommended for viewers 13 years or above; may contain material inappropriate for younger children




	R

	Recommended for viewers 17 or older




	NC-17

	Intended for adults only




	141 m.

	Running time
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	Year of theatrical release
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	Refers to “Questions for the Movie Answer Man”








Reviews
A
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PG-13, 133 m., 2007


Jim Sturgess (Jude), Evan Rachel Wood (Lucy), Joe Anderson (Max), Dana Fuchs (Sadie), Martin Luther McCoy (JoJo), T. V. Carpio (Prudence), Bono (Dr. Robert), Eddie Izzard (Mr. Kite). Directed by Julie Taymor and produced by Matthew Gross, Jennifer Todd, and Suzanne Todd. Screenplay by Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais.



Here is a bold, beautiful, visually enchanting musical where we walk INTO the theater humming the songs. Julie Taymor’s Across the Universe is an audacious marriage of cutting-edge visual techniques, heartwarming performances, 1960s history, and the Beatles songbook. Sounds like a concept that might be behind its time, but I believe in yesterday.

This isn’t one of those druggy 1960s movies, although it has what the MPAA shyly calls “some” drug content. It’s not grungy, although it has Joe Cocker in it. It’s not political, which means it’s political to its core. Most miraculous of all, it’s not dated; the stories could be happening now, and in fact they are.

For a film that is almost wall-to-wall music, it has a full-bodied plot. The characters, mostly named after Beatles songs, include Lucy (the angelic Evan Rachel Wood), who moves from middle America to New York; Jude (Jim Sturgess), a Liverpool ship welder who works his way to New York on a ship; and Lucy’s brother Max (Joe Anderson), a college student who has dropped out (I guess). They now all share a pad in Greenwich Village with their musician friends, the Hendrixian JoJo (Martin Luther McCoy), the Joplinesque Sadie (Dana Fuchs), and the lovelorn Prudence (T. V. Carpio), who has a thing for Max, although the curious cutting of one scene suggests she might have lesbian feelings as well.

Jude and Lucy fall in love, and they all go through a hippie period on Dr. Robert’s Magic Bus, where the doctor (Bono) and his bus bear a striking resemblance to Ken Kesey’s magical mystery tour. They also get guidance from Mr. Kite (Eddie Izzard), having been some days in preparation. But then things turn serious as Max goes off to Vietnam, and the story gets swept up in the antiwar movement.

Yet when I say “story,” don’t start thinking about a lot of dialogue and plotting. Almost everything happens as an illustration to a Beatles song. The arrangements are sometimes familiar, sometimes radically altered, and the voices are all new; the actors either sing or synch, and often they find a mood in a song that we never knew was there before. When Prudence sings “I Wanna Hold Your Hand,” for example, I realized how wrong I was to ever think that was a happy song. It’s not happy if it’s a hand you are never, never, never going to hold.

Julie Taymor, famous as the director of The Lion King on Broadway, is a generously inventive choreographer, such as in a basic training scene where all the drill sergeants look like G.I. Joe, a sequence where inductees in jockey shorts carry the Statue of Liberty through a Vietnam field, and cross-cutting between dancing to Beatles clone bands at an American high school prom and in a Liverpool dive bar. There are underwater sequences that approach ballet, a stage performance that turns into musical warfare, strawberries that bleed, rooftop concerts, and a montage combining crashing waves with the Detroit riots.

But all I’m doing here is list making. The beauty is in the execution. The experience of the movie is joyous. I don’t even want to know about anybody who complains they aren’t hearing “the real Beatles.” Fred Astaire wasn’t Cole Porter, either. These songs are now more than forty years old, some of them, and are timeless, and hearing these unexpected talents singing them (yes, and Bono, Izzard, and Cocker, too) only underlines their astonishing quality.

You weren’t alive in the 1960s? Or the ’70s, or ’80s? You’re like the guy on the IMDb message board who thought the band was named the Beetles, and didn’t even get it when people made Volkswagen jokes because he hadn’t heard of VW Beetles either. All is forgiven. Jay Leno has a Jaywalking spot for you. Just about anybody else is likely to enjoy Across the Universe.

I’m sure there were executives who thought it was suicidal to set a “Beatles musical” in “the Vietnam era.” But this is a movie that fires its songs like flowers at the way we live now. It’s the kind of movie you watch again, like listening to a favorite album. It was scheduled for the Toronto Film Festival, so was previewed (as several Toronto films were) for critics in major cities. I was drowning in movies and deadlines, and this was the only one I went to see twice.

Now do your homework and rent the DVD of A Hard Day’s Night if you’ve never seen it. The thought that there are readers who would get this far in this review of this film and never have seen that film is unbearably sad. Cheer me up. Don’t let me down (repeat three times).



Adam & Steve [image: ] [image: ]

NO MPAA RATING, 100 m., 2006


Craig Chester (Adam), Malcolm Gets (Steve), Parker Posey (Rhonda), Chris Kattan (Michael), Noah Segan (Twink), Sally Kirkland (Mary), Julie Hagerty (Sheila). Directed by Craig Chester and produced by Kirkland Tibbels and George Bendele. Screenplay by Chester.



Adam & Steve exerts a strange fascination with its balancing act between scenes that work and others so clunky that, I dunno, is it possible to be this awkward by accident? There is an underlying story here, and some comic ideas, that in the hands of a better director (or more ruthless editor) could have become an entertaining romantic comedy. But the couple in love is forced to enact so many directorial conceits that the movie trips over itself. The director, Craig Chester, is also the costar; as an actor, he has the wrong director.

Chester stars as Adam Bernstein, first seen in the 1980s with best pal Rhonda (Parker Posey), dressed as Goths and entering a gay disco on Glitter Night, the wrong night for them. Adam makes eye contact with a dancer named Steve (Malcolm Gets), and it’s love at first sight, but, “We don’t dance,” they explain. “We’re Goths. We’re dead.” Not too dead for Steve to give Adam his first hit of cocaine, which makes him instantly addicted. The coke is laced with baby laxative, leading to a scene in which so many bodily wastes and fluids are ejected or vomited that a serious plot miscalculation is involved, evoking such a strong “ewww!” reflex that it takes the audience five minutes and a “17 Years Later” subtitle to get back on track.

Adam and Steve meet again in their late thirties, neither one remembering their first meeting (or perhaps much else of the late 1980s). Adam is clean and sober now, a pet lover who accidentally stabs his dog while slicing sausage and takes him to a human emergency room, where Steve, a psychiatrist who “trained as a veterinarian” (does that make him a pet psychiatrist?), treats the wound. For the two men, it’s love at second sight.

Their romance develops despite the usual plot convenience (fear of commitment), but there’s a crisis when Steve realizes who Adam is and flees rather than confess he made the deposit on Adam’s rug seventeen years ago. Will they reconcile? Can Rhonda and Steve’s straight roommate, Michael (Chris Kattan), be the go-betweens? Before we can learn the answer to that question, we get a scene both bizarre and weirdly funny.

Remember those old musicals such as Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, where lumberjacks would stage dance duels for the favor of the girl? Steve and Adam face off in a disco where western line dancing and two-steps in cowboy boots are the dance style, and both men instantly acquire backup dancers for a meticulously choreographed confrontation that’s as well-staged as it is dramatically inexplicable. That scene, and one where Steve serenades Adam by singing to him at brunch, show how the movie uses any genre that can be plundered for effect, and does it with humor and sometimes charm.

I liked, for example, the visit to Adam’s parents, who are the nicest people in the world although they suffer from the “Bernstein curse” (mother in neck brace, father in wheelchair, sister bites tongue). I liked the deadpan way Posey plays the formerly fat Goth who has become a slender stand-up comic who still tells fat jokes. The scene where Adam, leading a bird-watching tour in Central Park, meets Steve again after a tragic duck shooting. And Sally Kirkland as an AA group leader shouting “no cross-talking!” during a verbal fight.

But what can we make of other scenes that destroy any dramatic effect and all but shout, “This cumbersome scene is being committed to film by ham-handed amateurs”? I’m thinking of a conversation that is observed by a man in the center background who stares at the camera, reacts to the conversation, and closes the scene with an unintelligible comment. Who was that man? Friend of the director? Investor? In another scene a drunken girl, trying to pick up Michael in a bar, is so self-consciously awful in her awkward overacting that you can see Kattan, a pro, wishing himself elsewhere. Or a scene where Adam and Rhonda have a talk on a bench in a gay sculpture park, and in the last shot they awkwardly “happen” to take the same pose as the sculptures they’re seated next to. What does a shot like that mean? Where does it go? How do we react?—Wow! They’re in the same pose as the sculpture!

There is a gay-bashing montage in which Adam and Steve try to pursue their courtship while off screen homophobes throw beer bottles at them. Far from funny, and it isn’t saved by a pan up to the street sign: “Gay Street.” And a scene where Steve gets fed up with a homophobic neighbor who screams insults at them and drags him, beaten and bloody, into a bar so that the gay-basher can get his arm twisted while he speaks for Steve in proposing marriage to Adam. This is an agonizingly bad idea.

The movie is one hundred minutes long. My guess is that by taking out maybe fifteen judicious minutes, it could be cut into a measurably better film—funnier, more romantic, more professional. The sad thing is to watch it finding a rhythm and beginning to work as a comedy, then running into a brick wall of miscalculation or incompetence. Any professional film editor watching this movie is going to suffer through one moment after another that begs to be ripped from the film and cut up into ukulele picks. Never mind the film editor: A lot of audiences, with all the best will in the world, are going to feel the same way.



The Adventures of Sharkboy and Lavagirl in 3-D [image: ] [image: ]

PG, 94 m., 2005


Cayden Boyd (Max), David Arquette (Dad), Kristin Davis (Mom), Taylor Dooley (Lavagirl), Taylor Lautner (Sharkboy), George Lopez (Mr. Electricidad), Sasha Pieterse (Ice Princess), Jacob Davich (Minus). Directed by Robert Rodriguez and produced by Elizabeth Avellan and Robert Rodriguez. Screenplay by Racer Rodriguez and Robert Rodriguez.



The Adventures of Sharkboy and Lavagirl in 3-D is an innocent and delightful children’s tale that is spoiled by a disastrous decision to film most of it in lousy 3-D. Fully three-quarters of the movie is in ‘Y’-D, which looks more like 1-D to me, removing the brightness and life of the movie’s colors and replacing them with a drab, listless palette that is about as exciting as looking at a 3-D bowl of oatmeal.

The 3-D process subtracts instead of adding. Ordinary 2-D movies look perfectly real enough for audiences and have for years; if it’s not broke, don’t fix it. Paradoxically, since it allegedly resembles our real-world vision, 3-D is less real than standard flat movies; 3-D acts as a distraction from character and story, giving us something to think about that during a good movie we should not be thinking about.

To be sure, there is a new 3-D process that is pretty good. That would be the IMAX process that uses oversized glasses and creates a convincing 3-D effect, as in James Cameron’s Aliens of the Deep. That is not the process used in Sharkboy and Lavagirl, which settles for those crummy old cardboard glasses where the left lens is such a dark red that the whole movie seems seen through a glass, darkly.

What a shame. I assume the unaltered original color footage of the movie exists, and no doubt will be used for the DVD. My suggestion to Robert Rodriguez, who directed the movie from a screenplay by one of his sons and uses three of them as actors, would be to make a non-3-D version available theatrically as soon as possible. This is a movie aimed at younger kids, who maybe willing to sit through almost anything, but they’re going to know something is wrong and they’re not going to like it.

The origin of the film makes a good story. Rodriguez’s son Racer, then seven, told him a story about a boy who grew gills and a fin and became half-shark, and a girl who incorporated fiery volcanic elements. He encouraged his son to keep working on the story, in which the young hero, Max (Cayden Boyd), is a day-dreamer. Max is mocked by Linus, the school bully, because of his Dream Journal, where he documents the adventures of Sharkboy and Lavagirl. Then a tornado appears out of a clear sky, bringing with it Sharkboy (Taylor Lautner) and Lavagirl (Taylor Dooley), who explain they have been created by Max’s dreams and now need his help; the world he created for them, Planet Drool, will be destroyed by darkness in forty-five minutes. I may not have followed these details with perfect fidelity, but you get the drift.

Max, SB, and LG go on a journey that takes them on the Stream of Consciousness to the Sea of Confusion; they ride a Train of Thought, and eventually arrive at a Dream Lair. There they find the nasty Minus, played by the same actor (Jacob Davich) who was the bully in Max’s classroom. Many adventures result, some of them involving an Ice Princess and a robot named Tobor, as well as an all-knowing character named Mr. Electric, who looks exactly like Max’s teacher Mr. Electricidad (George Lopez).

Mr. Electric appears as a big, round smiling face in a frame outfitted with spindly arms and legs. He reminded me of someone, which was odd, since he looked like nobody I’ve ever seen. Nobody, I realized, except the Man in the Moon in Georges Melies’s A Trip to the Moon (1902). Mr. Electric floats about like a busybody commentator, offering advice, issuing warnings, and making a general nuisance of himself; one of his peculiarities is that he won’t allow the kids on the planet to stop playing—ever. One group is trapped on a roller coaster that never stops.

Sharkboy and Lavagirl has the same upbeat charm as Rodriguez’s Spy Kids movies, and it must be said that the screenplay by Racer Rodriguez involves the kind of free-wheeling invention that kids enjoy; this is a movie where dream logic prevails. Their movie also resembles Spy Kids in having roles for parents, including Max’s dad and mom (David Arquette and Kristin Davis).

Because the real-world scenes are in 2-D and the dream and fantasy scenes are in 3-D, we get an idea of what the movie would have looked like without the unnecessary dimension. Signs flash on the screen to tell us when to put on and take off our polarizing glasses, and I felt regret every time I had to shut out those colorful images and return to the dim and dreary 3-D world. On DVD, this is going to be a great-looking movie.
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PG-13, 112 m., 2006


Angela Bassett (Tanya Anderson), Keke Palmer (Akeelah Anderson), Laurence Fishburne (Dr. Joshua Larabee), Curtis Armstrong (Mr. Welch), J. R. Villarreal (Javier), Sahara Garey (Georgia), Sean Michael Afable (Dylan), Erica Hubbard (Kiana Anderson). Directed by Doug Atchison and produced by Laurence Fishburne, Sidney Ganis, Nancy Hult Ganis, Daniel Llewelyn, and Michael Romersa. Screenplay by Atchison.



Akeelah Anderson can spell. She can spell better than anyone in her school in south central Los Angeles, and she might have a chance at the nationals. Who can say? She sees the national spelling bee on ESPN and is intrigued. But she is also wary, because in her school there is danger in being labeled a “brainiac,” and it’s wiser to keep your smarts to yourself. This is a tragedy in some predominantly black schools: Excellence is punished by the other students, possibly as an expression of their own low self-esteem.

The thing with Akeelah (Keke Palmer) is that she can spell, whether she wants to or not. Beating time with her hand against her thigh as sort of a metronome, she cranks out the letters and arrives triumphantly at the words. No, she doesn’t have a photographic memory, nor is she channeling the occult, as the heroine of Bee Season does. She’s just a good speller.

The story of Akeelah’s ascent to the finals of the National Spelling Bee makes an uncommonly good movie, entertaining and actually inspirational, and with a few tears along the way. Her real chance at national success comes after a reluctant English professor agrees to act as her coach. This is Dr. Joshua Larabee (Laurence Fishburne), on a leave of absence after the death of his daughter. Coaching her is a way out of his own shell. And for Fishburne, it’s a reminder of his work in Searching for Bobby Fischer (1993), another movie where he coached a prodigy.

Akeelah is not mocked only at school. Her own mother is against her. Tanya Anderson (Angela Bassett) has issues after the death of her husband, and she values Akeelah’s homework above all else, including silly after-school activities such as spelling bees. Akeelah practices in secret, and after she wins a few bees, even the tough kids in the neighborhood start cheering for her.

Keke Palmer, a young Chicago actress whose first role was as Queen Latifah’s niece in Barber Shop 2, becomes an important young star with this movie. It puts her in Dakota Fanning and Flora Cross territory, and there’s something about her poise and self-possession that hints she will grow up to be a considerable actress. The movie depends on her, and she deserves its trust.

So far I imagine Akeelah and the Bee sounds like a nice but fairly conventional movie. What makes it transcend the material is the way she relates to the professor and to two fellow contestants: a Mexican-American named Javier (J. R. Villarreal) and an Asian-American named Dylan (Sean Michael Afable). Javier, who lives with his family in the upscale Woodland Hills neighborhood, invites Akeelah to his birthday party (unaware of what a long bus trip it involves). Dylan, driven by an obsessive father, treats the spelling bee like life and death, and takes no hostages. Hearing Dylan’s father berate him, Akeelah feels an instinctive sympathy. And as for Javier’s feelings for Akeelah, at his party he impulsively kisses her.

“Why’d you do that?” she asks him.

“I had an impulse. Are you gonna sue me for sexual harassment?”

The sessions between Akeelah and the professor are crucial to the film, because he is teaching her not only strategy but also how to be willing to win. No, he doesn’t use self-help clichés. He is demanding and uncompromising, and he tells her again and again, “Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.” This quote, often attributed to Nelson Mandela, is actually from Marianne Williamson but is no less true for Akeelah (the movie does not attribute it).

Now I am going to start dancing around the plot. Something happens during the finals of the national bee that you are not going to see coming, and it may move you as deeply as it did me. I’ve often said it’s not sadness that touches me the most in a movie, but goodness. Under enormous pressure, at a crucial moment, Akeelah does something good. Its results I will leave for you to discover. What is ingenious about the plot construction of writer-director Doug Atchison is that he creates this moment so that we understand what’s happening, but there’s no way to say for sure. Even the judges sense or suspect something. But Akeelah, improvising in the moment and out of her heart, makes it airtight. There is only one person who absolutely must understand what she is doing, and why—and he does.

This ending answers one of my problems with spelling bees and spelling-bee movies. It removes winning as the only objective. Vince Lombardi was dead wrong when he said, “Winning isn’t everything. It’s the only thing” (a quote, by the way, first said not by Lombardi but in the 1930s by UCLA coach Henry “Red” Sanders—but since everybody thinks Lombardi said it, he won, I guess). The saying is mistaken because to win for the wrong reason or in the wrong way is to lose. Something called sportsmanship is involved.

In our winning-obsessed culture, it is inspiring to see a young woman like Akeelah Anderson instinctively understand, with empathy and generosity, that doing the right thing involves more than winning. That’s what makes the film particularly valuable for young audiences. I don’t care if they leave the theater wanting to spell better, but if they have learned from Akeelah, they will want to live better.
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G, 45 m., 2005


With James Cameron, Pamela Conrad, Djanna Figueroa, Kevin Hand, Loretta Hidalgo, and Maya Tolstoy. A documentary directed by James Cameron and Steven Quayle and produced by Cameron and Andrew Wight.



The timing of Aliens of the Deep couldn’t be better. Days after a space probe landed successfully on Saturn’s moon Titan and sent back spectacular photographs of its surface, here is a movie that explores the depths of the seas of Earth and then uses animation to imagine a probe that would fly to Jupiter’s moon Europa and drill through its ice layer to the liquid water thought to be below. By finding living creatures on Earth that live under extreme conditions—no sunlight, no photosynthesis, incredible pressure, extremes of hot and cold—James Cameron convincingly argues that life could exist in the seas of Europa, or, for that matter, in any number of harrowing environments.

For Cameron, the film continues an obsession. When he wrote and directed The Abyss in 1989, his story involved scientists venturing into the deepest parts of the ocean. The movie was a box-office disappointment, not least because the director’s cut reveals that the studio chopped crucial and amazing footage—and also, reportedly, because many potential ticket buyers did not know what an “abyss” was. For Cameron, it was an epiphany.

He returned to the sea bed for Titanic (1997), still the highest-grossing movie of all time, and essentially never came up for air. In 2002 his Expedition: Bismarck, made for the Discovery Channel, used deep-water submersibles to visit the grave of the doomed battleship, and in 2003 he made the 3-D IMAX movie Ghosts of the Abyss, which visited the wreck of the Titanic itself.

That was a movie with fascinating content, but I found the 3-D format unsatisfactory, and thought it might have been better to forget the gimmick and just give us the images. Now comes Cameron’s Aliens of the Deep, also in IMAX 3-D, also fascinating, and with much-improved 3-D. After tinkering with the format for years, the IMAX technicians have devised oversized glasses that fit easily over existing eyeglasses and cover the entire field of vision. I saw the first 3-D movie, Bwana Devil, in 1952, and have been tired of the format ever since, but IMAX finally seems to be getting it right.

The movie is about expeditions to the deepest seas on Earth, where life is found to flourish under incredible conditions. We’ve read reports of some of these discoveries before—the worms that live around the sulphurous vents of hot water on the cold sea bottom, for example—but now we see them, photographed in lonely and splendid isolation, and the sights are magnificent.

What are these creatures? A good question, and one you might well still be asking after the movie, since it is high on amazement but low on information. His aquanauts, all real scientists or students, keep saying their discoveries are magnificent, beautiful, unbelievable, incredible, etc., and so they are, but only rudimentary facts are supplied about these life forms.

That didn’t bother me as much as it might have, because Aliens of the Deep is not a scientific documentary so much as a journey to an alien world, and basically what we want to do is peer out the portholes along with the explorers. We see a vast, drifting, transparent creature, looking like nothing so much as a linen scarf, with a fragile network of vessels holding itself together. How does it feed? What does it know?

The tube worms are fascinating because they exist in symbiosis with bacteria that live inside of them. They have no digestive facility, and the bacteria have no food-gathering ability, but working together they both make a living. Astonishingly, we see shrimp, millions of them, darting endlessly through superheated vents of escaping lava-heated water, which is hundreds of degrees warmer than the icy water around it. How do these creatures move through such extremes of hot and cold so quickly, when either by itself would kill them?

Aliens of the Deep is a convincing demonstration of Darwin’s theory of evolution because it shows creatures not only adapted perfectly to their environment but obviously generated by that environment. It drives me crazy when people say evolution is “only a theory,” because that reveals they don’t know what a scientific theory is. As National Geographic pointed out, a theory is a scientific hypothesis that is consistent with observed and experimental data, and the observations and experiments must be able to be repeated. Darwin passes that test. His rival, creationism, is not a theory, but a belief. There is a big difference.

Evolution aside, there are some wonderful images in Aliens of the Deep, even if the crew members say how much they love their jobs about six times too often. In a late segment of the film, Cameron uses special effects to imagine a visit to Europa, where a nuclear-heated probe would melt and drill its way down to the liquid seas thought to be three to fourteen miles below ice, and find there—well, life, perhaps. He even envisions an underwater city that belongs on the cover of Amazing Stories, circa 1940. It’s not a million miles different from the one in the director’s cut of The Abyss. That his city was astonishingly cut from the theatrical version of The Abyss to make more room for the love story is no doubt one of the several reasons Cameron has recently worked in documentary instead of fiction. It’s tempting to say that Cameron should have stayed with the wonders of Earth and not created imaginary civilizations on Europa, but I was enthralled by those fictional sequences, unlikely as they are. I would suggest that if an advanced civilization has evolved on Europa, however, it is unlikely to have cities, since interior rooms and corridors would not occur naturally to swimming creatures. More likely, like dolphins, the Europans will fully exploit their given habitat. Or maybe they will all look like pond scum, which as discoveries go would also be quite amazing enough.



Alvin and the Chipmunks [image: ] [image: ]

PG, 91 m., 2007


Jason Lee (Dave Seville), David Cross (Ian), Cameron Richardson (Claire), voice of Justin Long (Alvin), voice of Jesse McCartney (Theodore), voice of Matthew Gray Gubler (Simon). Directed by Tim Hill and produced by Ross Bagdasarian Jr., Janice Karman, and Steve Waterman. Screenplay by John Vitti, Will McRobb, and Chris Viscardi.



The most astonishing sight in Alvin and the Chipmunks is not three singing chipmunks. No, it’s a surprise saved for the closing titles, where we see the covers of all the Alvin & C albums and CDs. I lost track after ten. It is inconceivable to me that anyone would want to listen to one whole album of those squeaky little voices, let alone ten. “The Chipmunk Song,” maybe, for its fleeting novelty. But “Only You”?

There are, however, Alvin and the Chipmunks fans. Their latest album rates 4.5/5 at the iTunes store, where I sampled their version of “Only You” and the original by the Platters, and immediately downloaded The Platters’ Greatest Hits. I imagine people even impatiently preorder the Chipmunks, however, which speaks highly for the drawing power of electronically altered voices by interchangeable singers. This film is dedicated to Ross Bagdasarian Sr., “who was crazy enough” to dream them up. I think the wording is about right.

Despite the fact that the film is set in the present, when the real (or “real”) Chipmunks already have a back catalog bigger than Kimya Dawson’s, the movie tells the story of how they become rock stars and almost get burned out on the rock circuit. Jason Lee stars as Dave Seville, who accidentally brings them home in a basket of muffins, discovers they can talk, and is soon shouting “Alvin!” at the top of his lungs, as Chipmunk lore requires that he must.

David Cross plays Ian, the hustling tour promoter who signs them up and takes them on the road, where they burn out and he suggests they start lip-synching with dubbed voices. Now we’re getting into Alice in Wonderland territory, because of course they are dubbed voices in the first place. Indeed the metaphysics of dubbing dubbed chipmunks who exist in the real world as animated representations of real chipmunks is … how did this sentence begin?

That said, whatever it was, Alvin and the Chipmunks is about as good as a movie with these characters can probably be, and I am well aware that I am the wrong audience for this movie. I am even sure some readers will throw it up to me that I liked the Garfield movie better.

Yes, but Garfield didn’t sing, and he was dubbed by Bill Murray. My duty as a reporter is to inform you that the chipmunks are sorta cute, that Jason Lee and David Cross manfully play roles that require them, as actors, to relate with empty space that would later be filled with CGI, and that at some level the movie may even be doing something satirical about rock stars and the hype machine.

I was also grateful that Alvin wears a red sweater with a big “A” on it as an aid to identification, since otherwise all the chipmunks seem to be identical, like mutant turtles or Spice Girls. It doesn’t much matter which one is Theodore and which one is Simon, although Simon is always the one who seems a day late and a walnut short. [image: ]
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PG-13, 107 m., 2006


Hugh Grant (Martin Tweed), Dennis Quaid (President Staton), Mandy Moore (Sally Kendoo), Marcia Gay Harden (First Lady Staton), Chris Klein (William Williams), Jennifer Coolidge (Martha Kendoo), Sam Golzari (Omer), Adam Busch (Sholem), Seth Meyers (Chet Krogl). Directed by Paul Weitz and produced by Rodney M. Liber, Andrew Miano, and Weitz. Screenplay by Weitz.



American Dreamz is a comedy, not a satire. We have that on the authority of its writer-director, Paul Weitz, who told Variety: “Satire is what closes on Saturday night. So it’s a comedy.” Actually, it’s a satire. Its comedy is only fairly funny, but its satire is mean, tending toward vicious. The movie is more slapdash than smooth, more impulsive than calculating, and it takes cheap shots. I responded to its savage, sloppy zeal.

The movie has two targets, American Idol and President George W. Bush, not in that order. As it opens, a TV producer and star named Martin Tweed (Hugh Grant) is planning the new season of his hit show. On camera, he’s Simon Cowell. Off camera, he’s Machiavelli, scheming for contestants who get the highest ratings. The season will end in a three-way contest between a Hasidic Jew rapper (Adam Busch), a corn-fed Ohio blonde (Mandy Moore), and a theater buff from Iraq (Sam Golzari) who is secretly a terrorist.

Meanwhile, in the White House, President Staton (Dennis Quaid) awakens after his reelection victory and has an impulse: “I’m gonna read the newspaper!” He asks for the New York Times. “We can get one,” an aide assures him uncertainly. He finds the paper instructive. “Did you know there are three kinds of Iraqistans?” he asks his chief of staff (Willem Dafoe), who looks uncannily like Dick Cheney. Surrounding himself with books and even the left-wing Guardian from England, the president isn’t seen in public for weeks. “There is a lot of interesting things in the paper!” he marvels.

The plot chugs forward on two fronts. On the TV program, we see Sally Kendoo (Moore) playing the role of a screamingly delirious young contestant, pushed by her mother (Jennifer Coolidge) and superagent (Seth Meyers), and dumping her boyfriend (Chris Klein) because he’s going nowhere and she’s going up-up-up. As the godlike American Dreamz producer and judge, Grant does what he’s curiously good at, playing an enormously likable SOB.

When the president is finally blasted out of his bedroom in the White House, he resumes public life with an earpiece so his chief of staff can dictate, word for word, his response in every situation. That many Americans believe Bush has used such earpieces, and that he rarely if ever reads a newspaper, brings a certain poignancy to these scenes. The first lady (Marcia Gay Harden) labors behind the scenes to counsel and advise him, and to explain stuff to him. Badgered by publicity about his “reclusive” chief executive, the chief of staff decides to book the president on the season finale of American Dreamz to show what a great guy he is. The terrorist, who seems headed for the final round, is ordered by his handlers to wear a bomb into the studio.

This is dark comedy in the spirit of Dr. Strangelove, a movie that thought the unthinkable. American Dreamz isn’t nearly as good as Strangelove, perhaps because it lacks its merciless ironic detachment. But I was surprised at the movie’s daring, at its frank depiction of the Bush-like president as the clueless puppet of his staff. His mom wanted him to run for president, he says, “to show my dad any idiot could do it.” Quaid looks and sounds a little like Bush, and Dafoe looks a little and sounds a lot like Cheney. Grant, for that matter, could stand in for Simon Cowell.

Weitz was only thirty-three when he directed American Pie. It looked like a teenage sex comedy, played like a teenage sex comedy, and was a teenage sex comedy—and a lot more. He proved with About a Boy (2002) that he was a director of considerable gifts; working with his brother Chris, he adapted a Nick Hornby novel into the perfect setting for Grant’s merger of selfishness and charm. In Good Company (2004), which he wrote and directed, starred Quaid as an aging executive bossed by a young hotshot who is also dating his daughter. Now Quaid, Grant, and Weitz are together on a project that lacks the polish and assurance of those earlier films but has a kind of reckless nerve. American Dreamz looks like a sitcom, plays like a sitcom, and is a sitcom—and is the riskiest political satire since Wag the Dog.

At a time when I am already receiving messages of alarm about Oliver Stone’s forthcoming World Trade Center, does American Dreamz go too far? Is it in bad taste? That would depend on what you think satire is supposed to do. Satire by definition goes beyond the norm, exaggerates, is partisan, is unfair. It offends those who believe others (not themselves) are too stupid to know it’s satire. And it alarms those who think some things are not laughing matters. To them I recommend Lord Byron: “And if I laugh at any mortal thing, ’tis that I may not weep.”

The buried message of the film, perhaps, is that our political system resembles American Idol. Contestants are chosen on the basis of superficial marketability, and they go through a series of primaries and debates while the pollsters keep score. The winner is not necessarily the deserving contestant from an objective point of view but the one with the best poll numbers. A candidate from either party will be defeated if he is not entertaining. His intelligence and matters of right or wrong don’t have much to do with it. In this scenario, satire plays the role in politics that Simon Cowell plays on TV.
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NO MPAA RATING, 108 m., 2006


Chris Tashima (Raymond Ding), Allison Sie (Aurora Crane), Joan Chen (Betty Nguyen), Kelly Hu (Brenda Nishitani), Ben Shenkman (Steve), Sab Shimono (Wood Ding), Michael Paul Chan (Jimmy Chan). Directed by Eric Byler and produced by Lisa Onodera. Screenplay by Byler, based on a novel by Shawn Wong.



Americanese is the second feature I’ve seen by Eric Byler, who has a quiet confidence not only about film but about life. Byler deals with characters who have lived their years, have learned from them, and try to apply their values to their lives. Their romances are not heedless but wary and involve a lot of negotiation. Listen to Betty calmly tell Raymond, after their first date, “We can be friends, or we can be something more.” The choice is theirs. But they must make it, and with their eyes wide open. And they have to start out knowing that.

There’s none of the silliness of an Adult Teenager Movie where romance is a montage of candlelight and sailboats, and the characters never have a conversation of any substance. Don’t these people know that you have to be able to talk with the other person for hours, days, and years, or the relationship is doomed? Watching Americanese after movies like Failure to Launch, I felt like I’d wandered into the grown-up cinema.

Raymond Ding (Chris Tashima) meets Betty Nguyen (Joan Chen) on a double rebound. He’s a university professor in San Francisco whose first marriage ended in divorce. For three years he lived with Aurora Crane (Allison Sie), but they’ve broken up, in a strange, sad, subdued process that’s not quite finished. They’re still “friends.” She kept their apartment. During the day, when he knows she’s not at home, he enters it and pokes around, as if looking for clues to what went wrong. She knows he does this.

Raymond is Chinese-American. Aurora is half-Asian; her dad is white. Betty is from Vietnam. Before Raymond and Betty make love for the first time, she tells him he will find scars on her legs. Later, they talk about that. “Did you … get them all at once?” he asks her. “Yes, all the same time,” she says quietly. And later: “It’s not your job to heal me.” In her sleep, she says the name “Amy.” Amy is her daughter by her first marriage, to a long-haul trucker in Houston. She lost custody because she made mistakes. In a few words, Byler creates a character who was wounded in Vietnam, came to America, made a bad marriage, walked out on it, went to the University of Texas to start her life over again, is now in San Francisco, and is, as they say, strongest at the broken places.

But Betty is not even the central character in the movie. Byler establishes his characters with a few words or quick strokes, like a short-story writer. Nothing is hammered home. These lives are still being lived. One of the reasons Raymond and Aurora broke up, we learn, is that he never believed she accepted her Asian identity. There is a scene where Aurora goes home for a weekend with her white father, her Asian mother, and her sister. The sister is engaged to a black man, whom we meet and like. A good man. Her father doesn’t want this man coming to his retirement party; he wants to save “possible embarrassment.” He explains to Aurora: “I’m not a racist; otherwise, I wouldn’t have married your mom.” That’s when Aurora realizes he’s a racist.

Raymond tells Aurora, not making a big deal of it, that her father thinks of her as white. That in her father’s mind, there is a difference between him marrying an Asian woman and a black man marrying his daughter. “When you let something slide,” he tells her, “you’re essentially passing as white.” Until Aurora can accept both sides of herself, Raymond cannot feel accepted. It is perhaps no surprise that Aurora’s new boyfriend is white. “When am I gonna meet your new guy?” Raymond asks her. “You’ve met, actually,” she says. Those three words do the work of a scene in someone else’s movie.

The film centers on the performance of Tashima, handsome but not thinking about it, playing an inward man whose view of race is not confrontational but observational. He wants to be a good man, and the breakup with Aurora hurts. He senses in the Vietnamese woman Betty another kind of gulf: She accepts her Asian identity, all right, but when she looks at him she sees not an Asian but an Asian-American, more American than Asian. This is true. “I don’t read Chinese,” Raymond casually reminds his father, Wood (Sab Shimono). He’s startled when his dad, a widower, announces plans to go to China and find a wife. Just like that? Why not? To Raymond, marriage is a minefield of emotional and intellectual challenges. To his dad, it’s a necessity: “It’s not good to live without a wife.”

I’ve been writing in such a way you’d think Americanese is a movie entirely about the theory and practice of race in America. Not at all, based on a novel by Shawn Wong, it is above all about people seeking love and happiness in their lives. I’ve spoken with Byler several times since seeing his Charlotte Sometimes (2002) for the first time, and I know that when he grew up in Hawaii he sometimes felt like an outsider because he, like Aurora, is half-Asian. Standing on the divide, he opens his arms and his artistic imagination to those who let it separate them. That they are Asian in one way or another is a reality of their search, but not a condition of it. It’s a strange thing about characters in movies: The more “universal” they are, the more provincial. The more specific they are, the more they are exactly themselves, the more we can identify with them.
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R, 157 m., 2007


Denzel Washington (Frank Lucas), Russell Crowe (Det. Richie Roberts), Chiwetel Ejiofor (Huey Lucas), Cuba Gooding Jr. (Nicky Barnes), Josh Brolin (Det. Trupo), Ted Levine (Lou Toback), Armand Assante (Dominic Cattano), Carla Gugino (Laurie Roberts). Directed by Ridley Scott and produced by Scott and Brian Grazer. Screenplay by Steven Zaillian, based on an article by Mark Jacobson.



Apart from the detail that he was a heroin dealer, Frank Lucas’s career would be an ideal case study for a business school. American Gangster tells his success story. Inheriting a crime empire from his famous boss, Bumpy Johnson, he cornered the New York drug trade with admirable capitalist strategies. He personally flew to Southeast Asia to buy his product directly from the suppliers, used an ingenious importing scheme to get it into the United States, and sold it at higher purity and lower cost than anyone else was able to. At the end, he was worth more than $150 million, and got a reduced sentence by cutting a deal to expose three-quarters of the NYPD narcotics officers as corrupt. And he always took his mom to church on Sunday.

Lucas is played by Denzel Washington in another one of those performances where he is affable and smooth on the outside yet ruthless enough to set an enemy on fire. Here’s a detail: As the man goes up in flames, Frank shoots him to put him out of his agony. Now that’s merciful. His stubborn antagonist in the picture is a police detective named Richie Roberts (Russell Crowe), who gets a very bad reputation in the department. How does he do that? By finding $1 million in drug money—and turning it in. What the hell kindofa thing is that to do, when the usual practice would be to share it with the boys?

There is something inside Roberts that will not bend, not even when his powerful colleague (Josh Brolin) threatens him. He vows to bring down Frank Lucas, and he does, although it isn’t easy, and his most troubling opposition comes from within the police. Lucas, the student of the late Bumpy, has a simple credo: Treat people right, keep a low profile, adhere to sound business practices, and hand out turkeys on Thanksgiving. He can trust the people who work for him because he pays them very well, and many of them are his relatives.

In the movie, at least, Lucas is low-key and soft-spoken. No rings on his fingers, no gold around his neck, no spinners on his hubcaps, quiet marriage to a sweet wife, a Brooks Brothers image. It takes the authorities the longest time to figure out who he is because they can’t believe an African-American could hijack the Harlem drug trade from the Mafia. The Mafia can’t believe it either, but Frank not only pulls it off, he’s still alive at the end.

When it was first announced, Ridley Scott’s movie was inevitably called the black Godfather. Not really. For one thing, it tells two parallel stories, not one, and it really has to because without Richie Roberts there would be no story to tell, and Lucas might still be in business today. But that doesn’t save us from a stock female character who is becoming increasingly tiresome in the movies, the wife (Carla Gugino) who wants Roberts to choose between his job and his family. Their obligatory scenes together are recycled from a dozen or a hundred other plots, and although we sympathize with her (will they all be targeted for assassination?), we grow restless during her complaints. Roberts’s domestic crisis is not what the movie is about.

It is about an extraordinary entrepreneur whose story was told in a New York Magazine article by Mark Jacobson. As adapted into a (somewhat fictionalized) screenplay by Steve Zaillian (Schindler’s List), Lucas is a loyal driver, bodyguard, and coat holder for Bumpy Johnson (who has inspired characters in three other movies, including The Cotton Club). He listens carefully to Johnson’s advice, cradles him when he is dying, takes over, and realizes the fatal flaw in the Harlem drug business: The goods come in through the Mafia after having been stepped on all along the way.

So he flies to Thailand, goes upriver for a face-to-face with the general in charge of drugs, and is rewarded for this seemingly foolhardy risk with an exclusive contract. The drugs will come to the United States inside the coffins of American casualties, which is apparently based on fact. It’s all arranged by one of his relatives.

In terms of his visible lifestyle, the story of Frank Lucas might as well be the story of J. C. Penney, except that he hands out turkeys instead of pennies. Everyone in his distribution chain is reasonably happy because the product is high-quality, the price is right, and there’s money for everyone. Ironically, an epidemic of overdoses occurs when Lucas’s high-grade stuff is treated by junkies as if it’s the usual weaker street strength. Then Lucas starts practicing what marketing experts call branding: It becomes known that his Blue Magic offers twice the potency at half the price, and other suppliers are forced off the streets by the rules of the marketplace, not turf wars.

This is an engrossing story, told smoothly and well, and Russell Crowe’s contribution is enormous (it’s not his fault his wife complains). Looking like a care-worn bulldog, his Richie Roberts studies for a law degree, remains inviolate in his ethical standards, and just keeps plugging away, building his case. The film ends (this isn’t a spoiler, I hope) not with a Scarface-style shootout, but with Frank and Richie sitting down for a long, intelligent conversation, written by Zaillian to show two smart men who both know what the score is. As I hinted above: less Godfather than Wall Street, although for that matter a movie named American Gangster could have been made about Kenneth Lay.
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R, 95 m., 2006


Donald Sutherland (Carl), Forest Whitaker (Carter), Marcia Gay Harden (Janet), Linda Cardellini (Mary Anne), Tony Goldwyn (Frank), Chris Marquette (David), Arlen Escarpeta (Jay), Garcelle Beauvais-Nilon (Sara), Nikki Reed (Tally). Directed by Aric Avelino and produced by Ted Kroeber. Screenplay by Steven Bagatourian and Avelino.



American Gun tells three stories that are small, even quiet. The stories are not strident but sad, and one of them is open-ended. They are about people who find that guns in the hands of others have made their own lives almost impossible to live.

The first story involves a mother named Janet, played by Marcia Gay Harden, whose son shot and killed other students at his Oregon high school three years ago and then was shot dead. She carries on with her remaining son, David (Chris Marquette), who attends a private school. She needs money. She agrees to a paid interview with a local television station, during which she seems inarticulate about her older son’s rampage. Well, what can she say? Like other parents, she lost a child in the shooting. Perhaps it is harder to be the parent of a killer than the parent of a victim. Then David has to leave the private school and enroll in the very same school where his brother did the shooting.

Also interviewed is a cop (Tony Goldwyn) who some people feel should have been able to save lives that day. He knows he followed department procedures but feels blamed for the deaths. Both the mother and the cop are at a loss for words when TV reporters ask them questions beginning with “How does it make you feel?” They’re not glib and don’t fall easily into the clichés of remorse and redemption.

The second story stars Forest Whitaker as Carter, the principal of an inner-city high school in Chicago. He moved to the big city from Ohio, thinking he could make a difference, but now his wife (Garcelle Beauvais-Nilon) feels she is losing him to his job. He is discouraged, weary beyond belief, despairing. One of his honor students, Jay (Arlen Escarpeta), is found with a gun near the school and faces expulsion. We follow Jay to his job inside a padlocked cashier’s station at an all-night gas station where any customer might confront him with a gun. He needs to carry a gun, he feels, for protection, even though it isn’t loaded.

The third story, the open-ended one, involves a gentle old man named Carl (Donald Sutherland) who runs a gun shop in Charlottesville, Virginia. His granddaughter Mary Anne (Linda Cardellini) enrolls at the university and works part time in the store. Carl is not a gun nut. He might as well be selling fishing tackle. Mary Anne feels uneasy working in the store, however, and then one of her friends is assaulted.

All three stories ask the same question: How do you lead a reasonable life in a world where a lot of your fellow citizens can and do walk around armed? Two answers seem to be possible: They should be disarmed, or you should be armed. A third answer, implied by some gun owners, is that they should be armed but many other categories of people should not be. They never include themselves in those categories. I am reminded of my friend McHugh, who was shown a gun by a guy in a bar. “Why do you carry that?” McHugh asked him. “I live in a dangerous neighborhood,” the guy said. “It would be safer,” McHugh told him, “if you moved.”

At one point in the movie, the neighbors of Janet, the mother, observe the third anniversary of the high school massacre by planting flags on their lawns, including a black flag on hers. They are vindictive and revengeful. Did it occur to them to plant signs asking for a ban on handguns? No. Guns don’t kill people. Janet’s son does.

American Gun is a first feature by Aric Avelino, who cowrote it with Steven Bagatourian. He shows an almost tender restraint in his storytelling, not pounding us with a message but simply looking steadily at how guns have made these lives difficult. The mother’s real answer to the TV interviewer could have been: “My son killed his schoolmates because he had a gun and he could.” The Columbine shooters without weapons still would have been antisocial psychopaths, but they would not have been killers.

As for the Chicago school principal, his despair is easy to understand. During the same week I saw American Gun, two children were shot dead in Chicago just as a byproduct of guns. They were not targets, but accidental victims. The cost of guns is multiplied day after day, year after year, body after body, in our society. The rest of the world looks on in wonder. The right to bear arms is being defended by the sacrifice of the lives of their victims. That doesn’t mean gun owners are all bad people. Sutherland’s gun dealer seems like one of the nicest people you would ever want to meet. On the door of his store there is a sign: WE BUY USED GUNS. Just a sign. No big deal. It’s the final image in the movie.
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R, 106 m., 2008


A documentary written, directed, and narrated by Darryl Roberts and produced by Michele G. Bluthenthal, Roderick Gatlin, and Stela Georgieva.



The documentary America the Beautiful is not shrill or alarmist, nor does it strain to shock us. Darryl Roberts, its director and narrator, speaks mostly in a pleasant, low-key voice. But the film is pulsing with barely suppressed rage, and by the end I shared it. It’s about a culture “saturated with the perfect,” in which women are taught to seek an impossible physical ideal, and men to worship it.

It opens with shots of a pretty girl named Gerren Taylor, who looks terrific in the skimpiest of bikinis and draws admiration at a topless pool party, although she keeps her top on. Gerren is twelve. Her life as a fashion model began when a woman handed her a card for a modeling agency. She is tall, has a good figure and a model’s “walk,” and an ambitious mother named Michelle.

Roberts will follow her career in a film that’s also a general look at the media-driven worship of women whom the average woman may never resemble (or, if they have any sense, feel the need to). To establish the world Gerren enters, he calmly assembles facts and observations: (1) “Three minutes of looking at a fashion magazine makes 90 percent of women of all ages feel depressed, guilty, and shameful”; (2) three years after the introduction of television to the Fiji Islands, the culture’s rate of teenage bulimia went from zero to 11 percent; (3) a model who is six feet tall and weighs 130 pounds is told she must lose fifteen pounds; (4) the “average woman” in those crypto-feminist Dove soap ads became “average” only after complex makeup and photo retouching.

Roberts watches as Gerren becomes, for a season, a sensational success. Her appeal is based largely on her age. Celebrity magazines are fascinated by a twelve-year-old who models adult fashions, and she conquers Fashion Week in New York. But a year later her novelty has worn off, she is rejected by the same casting directors who selected her earlier, and after learning her hips are “too wide” for Milan, she and her mother seek success in London and Paris. After becoming a cover girl and overnight success, Gerren and her mom, who seem to live prudently, are essentially broke. Yes, she gets paid in London: She gets to keep the clothes she wears.

Their quest leads to an unsettled personal life for the young girl. During an argument with her mother over wearing a padded bra to school, Gerren sobs that her mom is ruining her high school years, but those years are impacted in ways she doesn’t yet understand. Her sensible Los Angeles middle school principal finds she has become a classroom problem and asks her to sign a “behavior contract.” Insulted, Michelle moves her daughter to a more “understanding” school in Santa Monica, and finally opts for home schooling.

Talking to models about the profession that drives them to starvation, Roberts is tentative and quiet as he asks things like, “Do you ever think this might have an impact on your … health?” The one time his voice lifts in anger is after a photographer fights with an African-American woman who refuses to wear makeup that will lighten her skin by four or five shades. Roberts, black himself, listens incredulously as the photographer berates the model for being ignorant, “unable to listen,” and “knowing nothing” about beauty, fashion, and society. The “problem” of the model’s dark skin tone is simply one manifestation of the “problems” all women are told they have if they don’t match the fashion ideal. Roberts knows women like the model, and the photographer doesn’t, but as the man with the camera, the photographer ordains himself with authority.

Roberts has a powerful message here, but he includes too much material not really necessary for his story. We could have done without his own experiences on a Web site named beautifulpeople.net, where applicants are rated on a sliding scale to discover if they’re beautiful enough to qualify. We don’t need still more standard footage of Paris Hilton, Britney Spears, and other plastic creatures. Even more unnecessary is an interview with celebrity-gossip journalist Ted Casablanca, whose four-letter language earns an R rating for a film that might rescue the lives of some girls age twelve and up.

But America the Beautiful carries a persuasive message and is all the more effective because of the level tone Roberts adopts. The cold fact is that no one can look like a supermodel and be physically healthy. And in a film filled with astonishments, one of the most stunning is that designers like their models the skinnier the better because—are you ready for this?—they save money on the expensive fabrics they use.
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PG-13, 108 m., 2006


James Franco (Jake Huard), Tyrese Gibson (Lieutenant Cole), Jordana Brewster (Ali), Donnie Wahlberg (Lieutenant Commander Burton), Chi McBride (McNally), Vicellous Shannon (Twins), Roger Fan (Loo), McCaleb Burnett (Whitaker), Wilmer Calderon (Estrada), Brian Goodman (Bill Huard). Directed by Justin Lin and produced by Mark Vahradian and Damien Saccani. Screenplay by David Collard.



Here I am at Sundance 2006. Four years ago I sat in the Park City Library and saw a film named Better Luck Tomorrow by a young man named Justin Lin, and I joined in the cheers. This was a risky, original film by a brilliant new director who told the story of a group of Asian kids from affluent families in Orange County, who backed into a life of crime with their eyes wide open.

Now it is Sundance again, but I must pause to review Annapolis, which is opening in the nation’s multiplexes. Let the young directors at Sundance 2006 set aside their glowing reviews and gaze with sad eyes upon this movie, for it is a cautionary lesson. It is the anti-Sundance film, an exhausted wheeze of bankrupt clichés and cardboard characters, the kind of film that has no visible reason for existing, except that everybody got paid.

The movie stars James Franco as Jake Huard, a working-class kid who works as a riveter in a Chesapeake Bay shipyard and gazes in yearning across the waters to the U.S. Naval Academy, which his dead mother always wanted him to attend. His father, Bill (Brian Goodman), opposes the idea: He thinks his kid is too hotheaded to stick it out. But Jake is accepted for an unlikely last-minute opening, and the movie is the story of his plebe year.

That year is the present time, I guess, since Jake is referred to as a member of the class that will graduate in 2008. That means that the Navy is presumably fighting a war somewhere or other in this old world of ours, although there is not a single word about it in the movie. The plebes seem mostly engaged in memorizing the longitude and latitude of Annapolis to avoid doing push-ups.

There is a subplot involving Jake’s fat African-American roommate, nicknamed Twins (Vicellous Shannon). There is much suspense over whether Twins can complete the obstacle course in less than five minutes by the end of the year. If I had a year to train under a brutal Marine drill sergeant with his boot up my butt, I could complete the goddamn obstacle course in under five minutes, and so could Queen Latifah.

The drill sergeant is Lieutenant Cole (Tyrese Gibson), who is a combat-veteran Marine on loan to the academy. Where he saw combat is never mentioned, even when he returns to it at the end of the movie. I’ve got my money on Iraq. But this movie is not about war. It is about boxing.

Yes, Annapolis takes the subject of a young man training to be a Navy officer in a time of war and focuses its entire plot on whether he can win the Brigades, which is the academy-wide boxing championship held every spring. It switches from one set of clichés to another in the middle of the film, without missing a single misstep. Because Jake has an attitude and because Cole doubts his ability to lead men, they become enemies, and everything points toward the big match where Jake and Cole will be able to hammer each other in the ring.

I forgot to mention that Jake was an amateur fighter before he entered the academy. His father thought he was a loser at that, too. He tells the old man he’s boxing in the finals, but of course the old man doesn’t attend. Or could it possibly be that the father, let’s say, does attend, but arrives late and sees the fight, and then his eyes meet the eyes of his son, who is able to spot him immediately in that vast crowd? And does the father give him that curt little nod that means, “I was wrong, son, and you have the right stuff”? Surely a movie made in 2006 would not recycle the Parent Arriving Late and Giving Little Nod of Recognition Scene? Surely a director who made Better Luck Tomorrow would have nothing to do with such an ancient wheeze, which is not only off the shelf, but off the shelf at the resale store?

Yes, the Navy is at war, and it all comes down to a boxing match. Oh, and a big romance with another of Jake’s superiors, the cute Ali (Jordana Brewster), who is twenty-five in real life and looks about nineteen in the movie. I have not been to Annapolis, but I think plebes and officers are not supposed to fraternize, kiss, and/or dance and do who knows what else with each other, in spite of the fact that they Meet Cute after he thinks she is a hooker (ho, ho). Ali and the academy’s boxing coach (Chi McBride) help train Jake for his big bout.

Here is a movie with dialogue such as:

“You just don’t get it, do you, Huard?”

“I don’t need advice from you.”

Or…

“You aren’t good enough.”

“I’ve heard that all my life.”

Is there a little store in Westwood that sells dialogue like this on rubber stamps? There is only one character in the movie who comes alive and whose dialogue is worth being heard. That is the fat kid, Twins. His story is infinitely more touching than Jake’s; he comes from a small Southern town that gave him a parade before he went off to the academy, and if he flunks out, he can’t face the folks at home. When Jake’s other roommates move out because they don’t want to bunk with a loser, Twins stays. Why? His reason may not make audiences in Arkansas and Mississippi very happy, but at least it has the quality of sounding as if a human being might say it out loud.
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Daniel Auteuil (Antoine), José Garcia (Louis), Sandrine Kiberlain (Blanche), Marilyne Canto (Christine), Michèle Moretti (Martine), Garence Clavel (Karine), Fabio Zenoni (André). Directed by Pierre Salvadori and produced by Philippe Martin. Screenplay by Benoît Graffin, David Léotard, and Salvadori



Daniel Auteuil, who seems to be the busiest actor in France, has that look about him of a man worried about whether he is doing the right thing. In Après Vous he does the right thing and it results in nothing but trouble for him. He rescues a man in the act of committing suicide, and then, in an irony that is probably covered by several ancient proverbs, he feels responsible for the man’s life.

Auteuil plays Antoine, the maître d’ at a Paris brasserie that, if the customers typically endure as much incompetence as they experience during this movie, must have great food. Taking a shortcut through a park late one night, Antoine comes upon Louis (the sad-eyed, hangdog José Garcia) just as he kicks the suitcase out from under his feet to hang himself from a tree. Antoine saves him, brings him home, introduces him to his uneasy girlfriend, Christine (Marilyne Canto), and cares more about Louis than Louis does.

Louis, in fact, wishes he had committed suicide. He is heartbroken over the end of his romance with Blanche (Sandrine Kiberlain), and suddenly remembers he has written a letter bidding farewell from life and mailed it to the grandmother who raised him. Antoine promptly drives through the night with him to intercept the letter, and finds himself living Louis’s life for him.

Après Vous is intended as a farce, but lacks farcical insanity and settles for being a sitcom, not a very good one. One problem is that neither Louis nor his dilemma is amusing. Another is that Antoine is too sincere and single-minded to suggest a man being driven buggy by the situation; he seems more earnest than beleaguered.

Farces often involve cases of mistaken or misunderstood identities, and that’s what happens this time as Antoine seeks out Blanche, finds her in a florist shop, and falls in love with her. That would be a simple enough matter, since after all, she has already broken up with Louis, but Antoine is conscientious to a fault, and feels it is somehow his responsibility to deny himself romantic happiness and try to reconcile Louis and Blanche. Since there is nothing in the movie to suggest they would bring each other anything but misery, this compulsion seems more masochistic than generous.

Much of the action centers on the brasserie, Chez Jean, where I would like to eat the next time I am in Paris, always assuming Louis and Antoine no longer work there. Antoine gets Louis the wine steward’s job, despite Louis’s complete lack of knowledge about wine; he develops a neat trick of describing a wine by its results rather than its qualities, recommending expensive labels because they will make the customer feel cheery. This at least has the advantage of making him less boring than most wine stewards.

Blanche meanwhile doesn’t realize the two men know each other, and that leads of course to a scene in which she finds that out and feels betrayed, as women always do in such situations, instead of being grateful that two men have gone to such pains to make her the center of their deceptions. There are also scenes that I guess are inevitable in romantic comedies of a certain sort, in which one character and then another scales a vine-covered trellis to Blanche’s balcony, risking their lives in order to spy on her. I don’t know about you, but when I see a guy climbing to a balcony and his name’s not Romeo, I wish I’d brought along my iPod.

There is a kind of mental efficiency meter that ticks away during comedies, in which we keep an informal accounting: Is the movie providing enough laughter to justify its running time? If the movie falls below its recommended laughter saturation level, I begin to make use of the Indiglo feature on my Timex. Antoine and Louis and Blanche make two or three or even four too many trips around the maypole of comic misunderstandings, giving us time to realize that we don’t really care how they end up anyway.
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Emma Roberts (Claire), JoJo (Hailey), Sara Paxton (Aquamarine), Jake McDorman (Raymond), Arielle Kebbel (Cecilia), Bruce Spence (Leonard). Directed by Elizabeth Allen and produced by Susan Cartsonis. Screenplay by John Quaintance and Jessica Bendinger, based on the novel by Alice Hoffman.



Aquamarine is another movie where an event of earthshaking astonishment takes place and is safely contained within a sitcom plot. In this case, a mermaid comes ashore at a Florida beach resort, makes friends with two thirteen-year-old girls, and dates a cute lifeguard. Oh, and of course there’s a bitchy blonde with her posse to make life miserable for everybody.

And yet—well, the movie is awfully sweet. The young actresses playing eighth-graders look their age, for once, and have an unstudied charm. I know there’s an audience for this movie just as surely as I know I am not that audience. It’s clever in the way the two heroines get a crush on the lifeguard and then use the mermaid as their designated hitter; they coach her on how to win a boy’s attention, and watch fascinated as she dazzles the boy they can only dream about.

The girls are Claire and Hailey, played by Emma Roberts and JoJo (aka Joanna Levesque). They’re best friends, but when the summer ends in a few days, Hailey has to move to Australia with her mom. Meanwhile, they fantasize about Raymond (Jake McDorman), who is blond and muscular and awfully nice. They study his body language: how he shakes his hair and stretches his arms to flex his biceps.

One night there’s a big storm, and the next day Claire, who is afraid of the water, falls into a swimming pool and glimpses a mermaid who washed up during the night. Soon the girls are best friends with Aquamarine (Sara Paxton), who despite having swum several times around the world and having a father who can create tsunamis, behaves like a Nickelodeon star. She explains her rules: Merpeople can speak all human languages and can grow legs on dry land, but the legs turn back into a tail after dark, or when they get wet. “We are not fictional,” Aquamarine tells the girls. “We’re discreet.” She has nail polish that changes colors to reflect her moods.

Her mission on land is to prove that love exists. This is because her father has arranged a marriage for her. She doesn’t love the proposed husband and has been given three days to prove to her dad that there is such a thing as love. Hailey and Claire coach her in the art of getting a boy’s attention. Step One: Call him and hang up. Step Two: Walk past and don’t seem to notice him. Soon Aquamarine and Raymond are holding hands and stuff like that, which enrages the scheming Cecilia (Arielle Kebbel). She snoops around trying to discover Aquamarine’s secret, and what with one thing and another the mermaid is trapped overnight inside the big water tank outside town.

So you get the idea. Suspense builds as Cecilia and Aquamarine compete to be Raymond’s date for the Final Splash, a big block party on the last day of summer. Meanwhile, Hailey learns that mermaids can grant a wish and wonders if she can use hers to make her mother stay in Florida and forget about Australia. And gee, that’s about it.

A movie like this does not engage the mind, but it engages the eyes. It shows pleasant and cheerful young people on screen looking as if it’s still fun for them to be making movies. It stays so far away from specific sexual content that the PG rating, “for mild language and sensuality,” seems severe. The plot is predictable, the emotions are obvious, and the mermaid reminds me of my friend McHugh explaining why lobsters make ideal pets: They don’t bark, and they know the secrets of the deep.

Oh, I almost forgot Leonard (Bruce Spence), the beach handyman, who looks so ominous that one girl whispers to another, “He knows what you did last summer.” I learn from IMDb.com that he stands 6 feet 7 inches tall, and his role as the Mouth of Sauron in The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King was cut from the movie but has been restored in the extended edition. I tell you these things because when Leonard comes on the screen you will want to know more about him. He plays the only character of which that can be said.
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Queen Latifah (Narrator). A documentary directed by Sarah Robertson and Adam Ravetch and produced by Adam Leipzig and Keenan Smart. Narration written by Linda Woolverton, Mose Richards, and Kristin Gore.



Arctic Tale journeys to one of the most difficult places on Earth for animals to make a living, and shows it growing even more unfriendly. The documentary studies polar bears and walruses in the Arctic as global warming raises temperatures and changes the way they have done business since time immemorial.

Much of the footage in the film is astonishing, considering that it was obtained at frigid temperatures, sometimes underwater, and usually within attacking distance of large and dangerous mammals. We follow two emblematic characters, Nanu, a polar bear cub, and Seela, a newborn walrus. The infants venture out into their new world of blinding white and merciless cold, and learn to swim or climb onto solid footing, as the case may be. They also get lessons from their parents on stalking prey, defending themselves against predators, and presumably keeping one eye open while asleep.

The animals are composites of several different individuals, created in the editing room from footage shot over a period of ten years, but the editing is so seamless that the illusion holds up. The purpose of the film, made by a team headed by the married couple of director Sarah Robertson and cinematographer Adam Ravetch, is not to enforce scholarly accuracy but to create a fable of birth, life, and death at the edge of the world.

It is said that the landmark documentary March of the Penguins began life in France with a cute sound track on which the penguins voiced their thoughts. The magnificence of that film is explained in large part by Morgan Freeman’s objective narration, which was content to describe a year in the lives of the penguins; the facts were so astonishing that no embroidery was necessary.

Arctic Tale, on the other hand, chooses the opposite approach. Queen Latifah narrates a story in which the large and fearsome beasts are personalized almost like cartoon characters. And the sound track reinforces that impression with song: As dozens of walruses huddle together on an ice floe, for example, we hear We Are Family and mighty blasts of walrus farts.

They might also have been singing “we are appearing in a family film.” The movie might be enthralling to younger viewers, and the images have undeniable power for everyone. The dilemma the movie sidesteps is that being a polar bear or a walrus is a violent undertaking. In a land without vegetation, evolution has provided that animals survive by eating each other. (Not that there aren’t carnivores, including man, in temperate climates.) In one blood-curdling scene, Nanu’s mother cautiously shepherds her cubs away from a male polar bear that would, yes, like to eat them. And the walrus with her baby is automatically issued (it seems) another female walrus, an “auntie,” who volunteers to help protect the little family. This is all the more unselfish considering what happens to the auntie.

The film does not linger on scenes of killing or eating, preferring to make it clear that such events, and other tragedies, are happening not far off screen. The eyes of little audience members are spared the gory details. But the comfy view of Arctic life, opening with two little bear cubs romping in the snow and snuggling under Mom for a snack, quickly descends into a struggle for survival.

It’s hard enough for them to live in such an icy world but harder still when the ice melts. When ice grows scarce, so will polar bears and walruses, because although both species are accomplished swimmers, they are mammals and have to breathe and need to crawl up on ice floes. Queen Latifah’s narration, coauthored by Al Gore’s daughter, makes it clear that global warming is to blame. We see Nanu walking gingerly across ice that is alarmingly slushy, and we can only speculate about how that makes her feel.

The movie gives some attention to other northern life forms, including jellyfish, birds, and foxes who trail behind polar bears to eat the remains of their kills. We see no humans, not even the Inuit who assisted the filmmakers. I was reminded of the extraordinary 2002 film The Fast Runner, about the lives and loves of the Inuit, and of course of the classic Flaherty documentary Nanook of the North (1922). To live in this place is to constantly tempt death.

In the end, I’m conflicted about the film. As an accessible family film, it delivers the goods. But it lives in the shadow of March of the Penguins. Despite its sad scenes, it sentimentalizes. It attributes human emotions and motivations to its central animals. Its music instructs us how to feel. And the narration and overall approach get in the way of the visual material.
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Ice Cube (Nick Persons), Nia Long (Suzanne Kingston), Aleisha Allen (Lindsey Kingston), Philip Bolden (Kevin Kingston), Jay Mohr (Marty). Directed by Brian Levant and produced by Matt Alvarez, Ice Cube, and Dan Kolsrud. Screenplay by Steven Gary Banks, Claudia Grazioso, J. David Stem, and David N. Weiss.



Ice Cube is an effortlessly likable actor, which presents two problems for Are We There Yet? Problem No. 1 is that he has to play a bachelor who hates kids, and No. 2 is that two kids make his life miserable in ways that are supposed to be funny but are mean and painful.

Mr. Cube plays Nick, owner of a sports memorabilia store, who one day is struck by the lightning bolt of love when he gazes upon Suzanne (Nia Long), who runs an event-management service across the street. There is a problem. She is the divorced mom of two kids. Nick hates kids. But one Dark and Stormy Night he passes Suzanne next to her stalled car and offers her a lift. There is chemistry, and it seems likely to lead to physics, but then she sadly observes that they can only be “good friends” because he doesn’t really care for kids.

But … but … Nick cares so much for her that he’s willing to learn. Suzanne is needed in Vancouver to coordinate a New Year’s Eve party, her ex-husband breaks a promise to baby-sit the kids, and Nick agrees to bring the kids to Vancouver. That’s when the trouble starts.

We’ve already seen what these kids are capable of. One of their mom’s dates arrives on the front sidewalk, hits a trip wire, and is pelted with buckets of glue before losing his footing on dozens of marbles and falling hard to the ground. Hilarious, right?

Now it’s Nick’s turn. He attempts to take the kids north by plane and train before settling on automobile—in his case, a brand-new Lincoln Navigator, curiously enough the same vehicle that was used in Johnson Family Vacation. It’s the SUV of choice for destruction in bizarre ways through family adventures.

Young Lindsey (Aleisha Allen) and younger Kevin (Philip Bolden) retain the delusion that their father will come back home someday, and have dedicated themselves to discouraging their mother’s would-be boyfriends. This leads to such stunts as writing “Help us!” on a card and holding it to the car window so a trucker will think they’re the captives of a child abuser. It also leads to several potentially fatal traffic adventures, a boxing match with a deer that stands on its hind legs and seems to think it’s a kangaroo, and the complete destruction of the Navigator.

Nick displays the patience of a saint. Far from being the child-hater he thinks he is, he’s gentle, understanding, forgiving, and empathetic. The kids are little monsters. What they do to him is so far over the top that it’s sadistic, not funny, and it doesn’t help when they finally get to Vancouver and Suzanne cruelly misreads the situation.

I would have loved to see a genuine love story involving Ice Cube, Nia Long, and the challenge of a lifelong bachelor dating a woman with children. Sad that a story like that couldn’t get made, but this shrill “comedy” could. Maybe it’s the filmmakers who don’t like children. They certainly don’t seem to know very much about them.
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Featuring Jason Alexander, Shelley Berman, Lewis Black, David Brenner, Drew Carey, George Carlin, Tim Conway, Andy Dick, Phyllis Diller, Joe Franklin, Judy Gold, Whoopi Goldberg, Gilbert Gottfried, Eric Idle, Eddie Izzard, Richard Lewis, Bill Maher, Howie Mandel, Merrill Markoe, Jackie “The Joke Man” Martling, Michael McKean, Larry Miller, Martin Mull, Kevin Nealon, the Onion editorial staff, Penn & Teller, Emo Philips, Kevin Pollak, Andy Richter, Don Rickles, Chris Rock, Bob Saget, Harry Shearer, the Smothers Brothers, David Steinberg, Jon Stewart, Larry Storch, Rip Taylor, Dave Thomas, Peter Tilden, Bruce Vilanch, Fred Willard, Robin Williams, Steven Wright. Directed by Paul Provenza and produced by Penn Jillette and Peter Adam Golden.



Two extremes in joke-telling:

Style No. 1. As tight as a haiku. Not one wasted word. Told with aggressive brutality. Ends with a punch line that ends with the punch word. The last word delivers the joke. Then, bang, it’s over.

Style No. 2. The joke-teller’s purpose is to sadistically control the time and attention of the other person by an elaborate and unnecessary recital of the setup. He lovingly adds irrelevant details. Uses one or more accents. Chuckles during the telling to prompt you that he’s funny. Inverts the punch line, so the payoff comes at the start, not the end, of the final sentence, which then meanders in anticlimax. Then provides a helpful explanation of the joke. (“See, the bartender was talking to the duck, not the woman.”) In the worst of all possible worlds, he finds his joke so funny that he actually repeats it, to be sure you properly appreciated it. Anyone who tells a joke this way should not be trusted in positions of authority.

The perfect joke in Style No. 1, as told by Henny Youngman, Rodney Dangerfield, Lou Jacobi:

Guy goes to a psychiatrist.

Psychiatrist says, “You’re crazy!”

“I want a second opinion!”

“All right, you’re ugly!”

Now for a joke in Style No. 2, which can easily go five minutes. I will mercifully condense it. A carpenter dies and goes to heaven, and he tells St. Peter he is looking for his son. His description of the son matches Jesus. The son appears. “Father?” says the son. “Pinocchio!” says the father.

I am constantly amazed that the people who tell this joke don’t realize that every single person in the English-speaking world has already heard this joke five hundred times. The joke-teller relentlessly spins it out for minute after minute, while his captives stand there with glazed eyes and a rictus that he mistakes for a grin.

I will now describe two versions of another joke.

Style No. 1:

Guy goes into a talent agency to pitch his act.

“What do you do?” asks the agent.

“We come out and crap on the stage.”

“What do you call yourselves?”

“The Aristocrats.”

Style No. 2 now has an entire movie devoted to it. It is famous among professional comedians, we’re told, as the dirtiest joke of all time. Here’s how you tell it. After the talent agent asks, “What do you do?” the other guy describes a long series of the most depraved and disgusting words, images, and actions that he can string together. Absolutely nothing is off-limits. The act can involve incest, bestiality, matricide, bodily waste, vomiting and other sudden voidings, necrophilia, bondage, whatever. It is described in racist, sexist, and obscene terms. After the litany is complete, the agent asks, What do you call yourselves? and the guy replies, etc.

No less than one hundred comedians appear in The Aristocrats, according to someone who kept score. I think the editorial board of the Onion is counted as one. It’s observed by several of them that professional comedians don’t tell “jokes” onstage; they do an act, often involving their cosmic struggle with life. The dirtiest joke is reserved for when they hang out with each other. There’s a competition: Who can make it longer and dirtier? Michael O’Donoghue once told a version that lasted ninety minutes.

I am an expert on joke-telling and often hold audiences spellbound with my mastery of the topic. I contend that this joke cannot be funny one-on-one or in a small group. It must be performed before a larger group, preferably in a situation where it is transgressive and dangerous. That’s because it is not a funny joke, but it can potentially create a funny situation, or an interesting one. That explains why, with all the firepower in this movie (George Carlin, Andy Dick, Richard Lewis, Chris Rock, and ninety-six more), the funniest version ever told, everyone agrees, was by Gilbert Gottfried at a 2001 Friar’s Club roast of Hugh Hefner.

Gottfried had a lot of things going for him. (1) Every comic in the room knew the joke and couldn’t believe he was telling it. (2) Hefner was seated in a wingback chair next to the podium and seemed uncertain if he should laugh at its extreme political incorrectness. (3) The roast was held not long after 9/11, and from the audience there were shouts of “Too soon!” to warn that New York, in mourning, was not ready for it. (4) He tells it with breakneck, manic intensity, so that the point is not the joke, but the reckless, heedless performance. All the conditions are in place for Gottfried to have a big success, because at last the joke has found a setting in which it can actually offend.

In The Aristocrats, which was directed by Paul Provenza and coproduced by Penn Jillette, we hear the joke in many versions and styles. Sometimes we cut between takes of the same guy telling it two or three times. It is theorized about. It is marveled at. What’s remarkable is that no one, except Dick Smothers and Phyllis Diller, thinks that it isn’t funny. Everything depends on the risk involved in telling it; without risk, no joke.

The Aristocrats might have made a nice short subject. At ninety-two minutes, it’s like the boozy salesman who corners you with the Pinocchio torture. I am left with three observations. (1) If Buddy Hackett were still alive, he could have told it better than Gilbert Gottfried. (2) Whatever happened to Andrew Dice Clay? (3) The punch line stinks. These are better:

“The Brothers Two.”

“The Mellow Tones.”

“Penn and Teller.”
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Max Minghella (Jerome), Sophia Myles (Audrey), John Malkovich (Professor Sandiford), Anjelica Huston (Sophie), Jim Broadbent (Jimmy), Ethan Suplee (Vince), Matt Keeslar (Jonah), Joel David Moore (Bardo), Steve Buscemi (Broadway Bob). Directed by Terry Zwigoff and produced by Lianne Halfon, John Malkovich, and Russell Smith. Screenplay by Daniel Clowes.



I believe you can go to school to learn to be an accountant, a doctor, a physicist, an engineer, an astronaut. I am not sure you can learn to be an artist. Artists are born, not made, and the real reason to study the arts is to have fun, learn technical skills, network with other creative types, fall in love with people who are not boring, and do the work you probably would have done anyway. That said, I highly recommend college. I majored in English and journalism, and I wanted to be a graduate student forever.

I am writing this the morning after my wife and I attended the Head to Toe Gala, at which students of the School of the Art Institute of Chicago presented their spring fashion show. We saw about half of the work presented a week earlier at the school’s 2006 Fashion Show at Marshall Field’s, which sounds ever so much more upscale than the 2007 Fashion Show at Macy’s. I was astonished. The creativity and wit in their designs would have made Fellini envious. These were not items of clothing; these were visual arts. I could imagine the same models, wearing the same designs, walking up the red carpet at the Cannes Film Festival and sending the designers of Paris weeping and gnashing into the shadows.

Then we learned that the first third of the show, featuring white clothing, was all by freshmen. They didn’t learn to create those fashions between September and May. Therefore, apparently, they always could design. I am not suggesting the school’s faculty serves no purpose; indeed, as a teacher of film appreciation, I believe faculties in the arts are sainted. They must guide, advise, moderate, encourage, teach methods, provide a context, share secrets, and declare an informed opinion on the worth of the work. They create a world within which such work is possible and valued. What they cannot do, I suspect, is teach a student how to be original and creative.

Art School Confidential, the new comedy by Terry Zwigoff, seems to share these sentiments. It was written, like his Ghost World, by the artist Daniel Clowes and is based on one of Clowes’s graphic novels. Zwigoff also made the great documentary Crumb, about another artist who is entirely his own creation. Art School’s hero is Jerome (Max Minghella), already an extraordinary draftsman when he enters the school; his drawings glow from the page with conviction and love. “I want to be the next Picasso,” he claims, which indicates his vision is indeed inward and personal, since he does not know enough about Picasso to see that his work does not have a single line in common with that master. Perhaps he simply means he wants to be famous, make lots of money, and grow old while making love to beautiful women. Honorable goals.

There is a moment in the film when the students are asked to create a self-portrait. Jerome’s work bears comparison with the pre-Raphaelites. The student whose self-portrait is most highly praised has created an assemblage of lines and squiggles that “looks like a Cy Twombly,” someone says—in praise. I’m not saying a nineteenth-century representational style is superior to Twombly, but I do believe that in a freshman class the purpose of a self-portrait assignment is to draw something that looks like it might be you. Students have to learn to walk before they can crawl.

Jerome’s teacher is Professor Sandiford (John Malkovich), who paces the classroom talking on his cell phone, trying to get a gallery to give him a show. Sandiford draws triangles. “I was one of the first,” he says, to paint triangles—in his mind, perhaps second only to Euclid. Malkovich’s character issues dire warnings about the future awaiting any would-be artist, conceals rage about his own neglect, and in general provides the kind of forbidding detachment that drives students crazy trying to please him.

Jerome falls in love with the artists’ model Audrey (Sophia Myles). She likes the drawing he does of her, as who would not, and is kind to him, and as a nerd in high school he is thrilled that his talent at last has brought him the affection of a beautiful girl. Jerome’s roommates are Vince (Ethan Suplee) and Bardo (Joel David Moore), who, like all roommates (in the words of John D. McDonald), deprive him of solitude without providing him with companionship. The Vince character is a wonderful creation, an unkempt underground filmmaker, making a work of enthusiasm and incoherence; much of his time is spent rearranging three-by-five cards describing hypothetical scenes. Bardo is helpful on practical stuff, explaining the politics of the Strathmore school of art and briefing him on his fellow students.

There is a wise and understanding teacher on the faculty, played by Anjelica Huston. Defending the work of Dead White Males, she sensibly observes that when they did their best work “they weren’t dead yet.” Even more wisdom and certainly more weariness come when Jerome visits the squalid apartment of the drunken old artist Jimmy (Jim Broadbent), who might once have been young and might once have had hopes but now festers in cynicism, anger, despair, and the need for a drink. There is something in the Zwigoffian universe that values such characters; having abandoned all illusions, they offer the possibility of truth. I also much enjoyed Broadway Bob (Steve Buscemi); his café is a hangout for the students, who hope he will hang their work on his walls. Bob at this point is more important to them than the art critic of the New York Times.

Now I regret to tell you that the plot also involves a serial killer who is stalking the campus and has claimed several victims. The police investigate, the students become paranoid, and some of the characters fall under suspicion. There is nothing particularly wrong with this subplot except that it is completely unnecessary and imposes a generic story structure on a film that might better have just grown from scene to scene like an experience. I wasn’t interested in the killer and would have rather seen more of Jerome interacting with his professors, with Broadway Bob and old Jimmy, and with the beautiful Audrey, who will surely see that her future lies with the next Picasso, since she was born too late to lie with the previous one.
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Colin Farrell (Arturo Bandini), Salma Hayek (Camilla Lopez), Donald Sutherland (Hellfrick), Eileen Atkins (Mrs. Hargraves), Justin Kirk (Sammy), Idina Menzel (Vera Rivkin). Directed by Robert Towne, and produced by Tom Cruise, Paula Wagner, Don Granger, and Jonas McCord. Screenplay by Towne, based on the novel by John Fante.



Who is harder to portray in a movie than a writer? The standard portrait is familiar: the shabby room, the typewriter, the bottle, the cigarettes, the crazy neighbors, the nickel cup of coffee, the smoldering sexuality of the woman who comes into his life. Robert Towne’s Ask the Dust is not the first film to evoke this vision of a writer’s life, and not the first to find that typing is not a cinematic activity. Just the week before, Winter Passing starred Ed Harris in a version of the same kind of character at the other end of his career.

Still, in its wider focus, Ask the Dust finds a kind of poetry because although we may not find it noble and romantic to sit alone in a room, broke and hungover and dreaming of glory, a writer can, and must. The film stars Colin Farrell as Arturo Bandini, who lives in a Los Angeles rooming house during the Depression. He has sold one story to the American Mercury, edited by H. L. Mencken, the god of American letters, and now he tries to write more: “The greatest man in America—do you want to let him down?”

Arturo has one nickel, with which he buys a cup of coffee in a diner where Camilla (Salma Hayek) is the waitress. Something happens between them, but it is expressed curiously. One day she gives him a free beer, which he pours into a spittoon. She takes the magazine with his story, tears it up, and throws it into the same spittoon. Why this hostility, which is meant to mask lust but seems gratuitous?

The answer maybe in the source of the material. Ask the Dust is a novel by John Fante, a writer of the generation just before Charles Bukowski, who saw to it that the book was reissued by his publisher, the Black Sparrow Press. It shares Bukowski’s view of women who are attracted to a courtship consisting largely of hostility. In Ask the Dust, there is the additional element of racism; Camilla is wounded, as she should be, by prejudice against Mexicans in the city, and Bandini is uneasy about his Italian heritage. When they go to the movies together, Anglos pointedly move away from them, but the movie evokes racism without really engaging it, and the crucial scenes in their romance take place in a cottage on a deserted Laguna Beach, where they create a world of their own. There is also the mysterious Jewish woman, Vera (Idina Menzel), who comes into his life, makes a sudden and deep impression, reveals to him her scarred body, and then departs from the plot in a particularly Los Angeles sort of way.

What the movie is about, above all, is the bittersweet solitude of the would-be great writer. Whether Arturo will become the next Hemingway (or Fante or Bukowski) is uncertain, but Farrell shows him as a young man capable of playing the role should he win it. He could also possibly live a long and happy life with Camilla, but stories like this exist in the short run and are about problems, not solutions.

I did not feel a strong chemistry between Farrell and Hayek, but I have started to write the word “chemistry” with growing doubts. What is it, anyway? William Hurt and Kathleen Turner had it in Body Heat, and Nicolas Cage and Cher in Moonstruck, but Ask the Dust does not provide a setting for great, dramatic, towering lust and love: It is about poverty, fatigue, lives that are young but already old in discouragement. Perhaps what we are meant to feel between Arturo and Camilla is not chemistry but geometry: They could fit well together and provide each other’s missing angles.

I enjoyed and admired the film without being grabbed or shaken by it. Where can such a story lead? I have been lucky enough to know a great writer in his shabby apartment, with his typewriter, his bottle, and his cigarettes, and I know he had a famous romance, and that later he hated the woman, and having achieved all possible success was perhaps not as happy as when it was still before him.

What immediately impressed me about Ask the Dust was its evocation of time and place. The cinematographer, Caleb Deschanel, creates Depression-era Los Angeles with the same love the 2005 King Kong lavished on New York at the same period, and although one is a smaller film about a writer and the other is an epic about an ape, the cityscapes are so evocative they take on a character of their own. In the case of King Kong, much of the city was special effects; in Ask the Dust there are some effects, but Deschanel in large part is working with reality.

Towne filmed on location in Cape Town, a city I lived in for a year, and I agree with him that it can double for prewar Los Angeles. Just keep Table Mountain out of the shot and you have storefront cafés, rooming houses built on hillsides with the front door on the top floor, palm trees, and a feeling in some neighborhoods of strangers who don’t know what brought them together or why they wait. Such a person is Hellfrick (Donald Sutherland), Arturo’s wise, weary neighbor, who shuffles onstage to provide the ghost of Arturo’s possible future.

Ask the Dust requires an audience with a special love for film noir, with a feeling for the loneliness and misery of the writer, and with an understanding that any woman he meets will be beautiful. Such stories are never about understanding landladies. I am not sure the film achieves great things, but it achieves its smaller things perfectly.
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Brad Pitt (Jesse James), Casey Affleck (Robert Ford), Sam Shepard (Frank James), Mary-Louise Parker (Zee James), Paul Schneider (Dick Liddil), Jeremy Renner (Wood Hite), Garret Dillahunt (Ed Miller), Zooey Deschanel (Dorothy Evans), Michael Parks (Henry Craig), Ted Levine (Sheriff Timberlake), Sam Rockwell (Charley Ford). Directed by Andrew Dominik and produced by Jules Daly, Dede Gardner, Brad Pitt, Ridley Scott, and David Valdes. Screenplay by Dominik, based on the novel by Ron Hansen.



Few things have earned me more grief from readers than my suggestion that in the sport of sex, Captain Renault of Casablanca plays for both teams. I think I will get less disagreement when I focus on the homosexual undertones of The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford. Jesse (Brad Pitt) is certainly not gay, but the Coward (Casey Affleck) is so powerfully mesmerized by him that hero worship shades into lust. Since sex between them is out of the question, their relationship turns into a curiously erotic dance of death; it is clear to both of them (and to anyone reading the title) what must happen at the end, and they move together toward that event with almost trancelike inevitability.

The movie has the space and freedom of classic Western epics. Like McCabe and Mrs. Miller and Days of Heaven, it was photographed in the wide open spaces of western Canada, where the land is so empty it creates a vacuum, demanding men to become legends. Jesse James is such a man, a ruthless killer and attentive father and husband, glorified in the dime novels that Robert Ford memorizes. If Ford is a coward, what does that make James, who led his efficient gang in stagecoach and bank robberies that involved the deaths of unarmed men and women? Yes, but he did it with style, you see, and Ford is only a callow squirt.

The story begins in 1881, after Jesse’s legend is already part of the mythology and the James Gang has only one robbery left to go. The gang members are Jesse’s older brother Frank (Sam Shepard), the Coward’s older brother Charley Ford (Sam Rockwell), Jesse’s cousin, Wood Hite (Jeremy Renner), and the outlaw Dick Liddil (Paul Schneider). Robert Ford, at nineteen, comes after them begging to be let in; his devotion is so intense that Jesse asks him at one point, “Do you want to be like me, or do you want to be me?”

The Coward is like a starstruck stalker, something all the gang members recognize. Why does Jesse tolerate him? Is there a buried message that James, having become a founding member of America’s celebrity royalty, realizes that Robert is the price he has to pay? After their last train job, Frank has had enough and heads out. Jesse goes home to his wife (Mary-Louise Parker) and children, and unaccountably invites Robert to visit them. There are the usual lyrical passages of Jesse playing with his kids and loving his wife, and yet all the time he and the Coward have something deadly going on between them. If Robert cannot be the lover of his hero, what would be more intimate than to kill him?

In a quiet parlor one day in Jesse’s home, Robert knows, and Jesse knows, and we know, that the time has come. Ford doesn’t so much shoot him in the back as have the back presented to him for the purpose. If he did not pull the trigger at that moment, I think they would both feel an appointment had been missed. Does Jesse want to die? I think he is fascinated by the idea and flies too close to the flame.

The film was written and directed by Andrew Dominik, based on the novel by Ron Hansen. It is Dominik’s second and has a great deal in common with his good first film, Chopper (2001). That was the story of Australia’s most notorious prisoner, who at one point is stabbed by his best friend, ignores it, talks for a time, and then looks down at the blood pouring from him, as if disappointed in the other man. Both Chopper Read and Jesse James were savage murderers and both masochistically put themselves in harm’s way.

Dominik filmed Chopper largely in prison, but here opens up his camera to the far horizons, showing how small a man might feel unless he did something to make his mark. The cinematography is by Roger Deakins, who in No Country for Old Men by the Coen brothers shows the modern West as also in need of hard, unforgiving men to stand up to the landscape. Brad Pitt embodies Jesse James’s mythic stature as if long accustomed to it; Casey Affleck plays the kid like Mark David Chapman, a nobody killing the one he loves. The gang members are like sidemen for Elvis, standing by in subservience, keeping the beat, all except for Frank, whom Sam Shepard plays as the insider who understands it all.

There are things about men, horses, and horizons that are uniquely suited to the wide screen. We see that here. The Western has been mostly in hibernation since the 1970s, but now I sense it stirring in rebirth. We have a program to register the most-read reviews on my Web site, and for the month of September 2007 the overwhelming leader was not Eastern Promises, not Shoot ’Em Up, not The Brave One, but 3:10 to Yuma. Now here is another Western in the classical tradition.

Yes, it is long, at 160 minutes. There is a sense that an epic must have duration to have importance. The time reaching ahead of us must be as generous as the landscape unfolding before us. On this canvas Dominik portrays his hero at a time when most men were so powerless, they envied Jesse James even for imposing his will on such as they. [image: ]
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Sean Penn (Samuel Bicke), Naomi Watts (Marie Bicke), Don Cheadle (Bonny Simmons), Jack Thompson (Jack Jones), Mykelti Williamson (Harold Mann), Michael Wincott (Julius Bicke). Directed by Niels Mueller and produced by Alfonso Cuaron and Jorge Vergara. Screenplay by Kevin Kennedy and Mueller.



Baltimore, 1974. Sam Bicke explains and explains and explains. He has it all worked out, why he is right and the world is wrong, and he has a fierce obsession with injustice. “My name is Sam Bicke,” he says at the beginning of one of the tapes he mails to Leonard Bernstein, “and I consider myself a grain of sand.” He sells office supplies, very badly. His marriage is at an end. The Small Business Administration is not acting on his loan application. Nixon is still in the White House. The Black Panthers are being persecuted. It is all part of the same rage coiling within him.

Sean Penn plays Bicke as a man who has always been socially inept and now, as his life comes apart, descends into madness. His own frustration and the evils in the world are all the same, all somehow someone else’s fault, and in the opening scene of The Assassination of Richard Nixon, we see him in an airport parking garage, concealing a pistol in a leg brace. He mails one last tape to Leonard Bernstein. He plans to hijack a plane and fly it into the White House.

There was a real Sam Bicke (spelled Byck), whose plan of course failed. Niels Mueller’s movie is based on his botched assassination scheme, but many of the other details, including some scenes of mordant humor, are the invention of Mueller and his cowriter, Kevin Kennedy. This is a character study of a marginal man who goes off the rails, and Penn is brilliant at evoking how daily life itself is filled, for Bicke, with countless challenges to his rigid sense of right and wrong.

Consider his job as an office supply salesman. He is selling chairs covered in Naugahyde. The client asks if they are leather. He says they are not. His boss, Jack Jones (Jack Thompson), steps in and smoothly explains they are “Naugahyde-covered leather.” Uh-huh. When Sam offers a client a discount to close a sale, Jack calls him into his office and screams at him for selling the desk at a loss. The client overhears. Later Sam finds out the joke was on him. Jack wants to help him, and recommends reading The Power of Positive Thinking and How to Win Friends and Influence People.

His sense of honesty offended by his job, Sam becomes obsessed with Nixon: “He made us a promise—he didn’t deliver. Then he sold us on the exact same promise and he got elected again.” He visits the local Black Panther office to make a donation and, as a Panther official (Mykelti Williamson) listens incredulously, shares his ideas about renaming the Panthers the Zebras and admitting white members—like Sam Bicke, for example.

Sam is separated from his wife, Marie (Naomi Watts), and two daughters. He dreams of saving his marriage. She can’t make him understand it’s over. He is served with divorce papers and protests, “We’re supposed to be working this out!” In one of the movie’s most painful moments, he talks to the family dog: “You love me, don’t you?” The dog seems indifferent.

Sam dreams of starting a limousine company with his closest friend, Bonny Simmons (Don Cheadle). This depends on a small business loan. Sam and Bonny are a poor risk, the bank drags out the paperwork, and Sam explains and explains and explains how important the loan is, and how urgent it is that it comes quickly.

Sean Penn conveys anger through small, contained details. He is one of our great actors, able to invest insignificant characters with importance because their lives are so urgent to themselves. Was it Penn or the filmmakers who thought of the touch where Sam puts on a false mustache in the airport parking lot. What for? Nobody knows who he is or what he looks like, and if his plan succeeds there will be no Sam Bicke left, mustache or not.

Penn shows him always on the outside. Kept out of his house. Turned away by the bank. Ineligible for the Black Panthers. The outsider at the office, listening to his boss and a coworker snickering about him. The only person he can confide in is Leonard Bernstein, whose music he admires. (The real Bernstein, who received tapes from the real Byck, was mystified to be attached however distantly to a hijacking plot.)

The Assassination of Richard Nixon is about a man on a collision course; given the stark terms in which he arranges right and wrong, he will sooner or later crack up. He hasn’t a clue about appropriate behavior, about how others perceive him, about what may be right but is nevertheless impossible. The movie’s title has one effect before we see it, and another afterward, when we can see the grandiosity and self-deceit that it implies. What really happens is that Sam Bicke assassinates himself.

Does the film have a message? I don’t think it wants one. It is about the journey of a man going mad. A film can simply be a character study, as this one is. That is sufficient. A message might seem trundled in and gratuitous. Certainly our opinions of Nixon, Vietnam, and the Black Panthers are irrelevant; they enter the movie only as objects of Bicke’s obsessions. We cannot help but sense a connection with another would-be assassin from the 1970s, another obsessed loner, Travis Bickle. Travis pours out his thoughts in journals; Sam uses tapes. They feel the need to justify themselves, and lack even a listener.
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Ethan Hawke (Jake Roenick), Laurence Fishburne (Marion Bishop), Drea de Matteo (Iris Ferry), Brian Dennehy (Jasper O’Shea), John Leguizamo (Beck), Jeffrey “Ja Rule” Atkins (Smiley), Maria Bello (Alex Sabian), Gabriel Byrne (Marcus Duvall). Directed by Jean-Francois Richet and produced by Pascal Caucheteux, Stephane Sperry, and Jeffrey Silver. Screenplay by James DeMonaco, based on the film by John Carpenter.



Assault on Precinct 13 is not so much a remake as a riff on an old familiar plot: The fort is surrounded, and the defenders have to fight off the attackers and deal with possible traitors in their midst. Howard Hawks did versions of this so often that after John Wayne starred for him in Rio Bravo (1959) and El Dorado (1966), he told Wayne he was sending over a script for Rio Lobo, and Wayne told him, “I’ll make it, but I don’t need to read it. We’ve already made it twice.”

John Carpenter’s 1976 film, made just before his famous Halloween, added some touches from George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead and moved the action from a threatened sheriff’s office in the Old West to a threatened police station in the inner city. Now French director Jean-Francois Richet takes essentially the same material and makes it work with strong performances and a couple of new twists.

Precinct 13, in this version, is scheduled to close forever at midnight. Burnt-out desk sergeant Jake Roenick (Ethan Hawke), still traumatized by the death of two partners, is on the graveyard shift with old-timer Jasper O’Shea (Brian Dennehy), who in a revelation fraught with omens announces he will soon retire. Also in the station is the buxom secretary Iris (Drea de Matteo).

There’s basically nothing for them to do except for Jake to pop some more painkillers and chase them with booze from the office bottle. Then everything changes. An ubercriminal named Bishop (Laurence Fishburne) has been arrested and is being transported by police bus with some other detainees, including the motormouth Beck (John Leguizamo), a crew-cut girl crook (Aisha Hinds), and a counterfeiter named Smiley (Jeffrey Atkins, a.k.a. Ja Rule). It’s New Year’s Eve, a Dark and Stormy Night, the highway is blocked by an accident, the officers on the bus decide to dump the prisoners at Precinct 13, and then things get dicey when it appears that Bishop’s men are determined to break him free. It’s up to Jake to pull himself together and command the defense of the surrounded station; he can’t call for help because the phones, cell phones, and radios are all conveniently inoperable—all because of the Dark and Stormy, etc., I think.

Turns out the forces surrounding the station are not quite who they seem, ratcheting up the level of interest and danger, and providing Gabriel Byrne with one of his thankless roles in which he is hard, taciturn, and one-dimensional enough to qualify for Flatland. Never mind; an interesting dynamic develops inside the station, especially after Jake’s psychiatrist, Alex Sabian (Maria Bello), comes to visit, leaves for home, has to return to the station because of the Dark, etc., and ends up as part of the defense team. Also recruited are the prisoners, who must fight for their own lives alongside the cops who have imprisoned them.

All classic and airtight, and handled by Richet with economy and a sturdy clarity of action; he doesn’t go overboard with manic action scenes. There are, however, a few plot points that confused me. One is the way a forest seems to materialize near the station, which seemed in an overhead shot to be in an urban wasteland. My other problem is with a character who, in order to be who he is and what he is, would have to have known that Bishop would end up at Precinct 13, even though Bishop clearly ends up there by accident. Oh, and a tunnel turns up at a convenient moment, as tunnels so often do.

Problems like these amuse me with the nerve shown in trying to ignore them. Everybody is in a forest in the middle of downtown Detroit? Okay, then everybody can hide behind trees. They’re running down a long-forgotten sewage tunnel? Okay, but not so forgotten that it doesn’t have electric lights. There’s no way for that particular character to have prior knowledge of where Bishop would be, and no way for him to communicate plans that are essential to the outcome? Okay, then just ignore those technicalities, and concentrate on such delightful synchronicities as that John Wayne played characters named both Ethan and Hawk.
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Natasha Richardson (Stella Raphael), Ian McKellen (Peter Cleave), Marton Csokas (Edgar Stark), Hugh Bonneville (Max Raphael), Sean Harris (Nick), Gus Lewis (Charlie Raphael), Joss Ackland (Straffen), Robert Willox (Archer). Directed by David Mackenzie and produced by David E. Allen, Laurie Borg, and Mace Neufeld. Screenplay by Patrick Marber and Chrysanthy Balis, based on the novel by Patrick McGrath.



Asylum is well titled, since everyone in it is more or less crazy, mostly more. It’s an overwrought Gothic melodrama that has a nice first act before it descends into shameless absurdity. To care about the story you would have to believe it, which you cannot, so there you are. Yet the movie is well made, and the actors courageously try to bring life into the preposterous story. Perhaps the original novel by Patrick McGrath held up better, or perhaps imagined images have a plausibility that gets lost when a movie makes them literal.

The story is set circa 1960 in a vast old asylum built in the Victorian era—one of those buildings looking like an architectural shriek. Max Raphael (Hugh Bonneville) has arrived to become the new superintendent; he brings his wife, Stella (Natasha Richardson), and their son, Charlie (Gus Lewis). All is not well in this family, but, then, nothing is right in the asylum, where the long-serving Peter Cleave (Ian McKellen) resents being passed over for Max’s job. He’s expected to serve as Max’s second-in-command, leading to acid one-liners that McKellen delivers like dagger thrusts:

Max: “May I remind you that I am your superior?”

Peter: “In what sense?”

Max and Stella seem separated by a vast emotional gulf. Charlie is not much loved by his parents. He finds a friend in one of the patients, Edgar (Marton Csokas), who becomes his buddy and sort of a father figure, which would be heartening if Edgar had not been declared insane after murdering his wife, decapitating her, and so on and so forth.

Edgar undertakes to rebuild a gardener’s shed that Stella wants to make use of. Soon she is making use of it with Edgar. There is this to be said for Richardson: Required to play an asylum-keeper’s wife who has sudden, frequent, and heedless sex with an inmate, she doesn’t leave a heed standing.

Edgar’s diagnosis is “severe personality disorder with features of morbid jealousy.” With admirable economy, the movie eventually applies this diagnosis to just about everyone in it except little Charlie, who is way too trusting, and not just of Edgar. There are lots of scenes involving British twits who are well dressed but with subtly disturbing details about their haberdashery and styles of smoking. They sit or stand across desks from one another and exchange technical jargon that translates as, “I hate you and your kind.” Meanwhile, the cinematographer, Giles Nuttgens, makes the asylum into a place so large, gloomy, and foreboding that we suspect maybe Eyes with No Face is being filmed elsewhere on the premises.

If I’m spinning my wheels, it’s because we’ve arrived (already) at a point in the plot where major developments start to tumble over one another in their eagerness to bewilder us. In my notes I find many entries beginning with such words as:

“Yes, but…”

“Why would …”

“Surely they…”

“Yet he …”

“How could …”

And then several one-word entries followed by too many exclamation points, such as:

“Drowns!!!”

But I do not want to spoil these developments and so will not reveal who drowns, except to say it’s not every movie that reminds you of Leave Her to Heaven. There is also a question, some distance into the film, of the plausibility of certain living arrangements. Also of their wisdom, of course, but wisdom at this point has been left so far behind, it’s churlish to double back for it.

The director, David Mackenzie, made Young Adam, also the story of a married woman attracted to a young and possibly dangerous man. The screenplay is cowritten by Patrick Marber, who wrote Closer, a movie about four-way sexual infidelity involving characters who deserved one another. Certainly the characters in Asylum richly earn their fates, and by the end we are forced to reflect that although they are indeed mad, at least the villain is acting reasonably under the circumstances.
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Tip Harris (Rashad), Evan Ross (Anton “Ant”), Mykelti Williamson (Uncle George), Lauren London (New-New), Keith David (John Garnett), Jackie Long (Esquire), Jason Weaver (Teddy), Albert Daniels (Brooklyn), Antwan Andre Patton (Marcus). Directed by Chris Robinson and produced by Dallas Austin, Jody Gerson, James Lassiter, and Will Smith. Screenplay by Tina Gordon Chism, based on a story by Antwone Fisher.



Since their parents died in a car crash, Rashad and Anton have been living with their Uncle George, or maybe he’s been living with them, since it was their parents’ house. Rashad is seventeen, a high school senior, working part time to save money for his kid brother “to make it out of here”—out of their poor black neighborhood in Atlanta. Anton, known as “Ant,” sees a faster route, standing on a corner selling drugs for a local dealer.

But no, ATL isn’t a drug movie, and it doesn’t send its characters on a harrowing journey into danger. It’s a film about growing up and working, about falling in love, about planning for your future, and about the importance of friends. For Rashad (Tip Harris), the best day of the week is Sunday because that’s when he and three friends head for the Cascade, a roller rink where they show off with intricately choreographed moves on the floor.

Rashad’s friends are Esquire (Jackie Long), Teddy (Jason Weaver), and Brooklyn (Albert Daniels). They’re solid and will last for a lifetime. Esquire, who has top grades, is a waiter at a country club, where he meets the black millionaire John Garnett (Keith David). He needs a letter of recommendation to go with his Ivy League scholarship application. Garnett is happy to give him one and to invite the smart, polite kid to his mansion on the other side of town. And that’s when …

But let’s back up to New-New (Lauren London). Rashad meets her at the Cascade, they like each other, they start spending time together, and it looks like love. But there is something she doesn’t tell him—although she almost does, before he interrupts her. I’m not going to reveal her secret, except to say that it threatens to sink their romance and their trust in each other. And for a while it looks like it may destroy Rashad’s friendship with Esquire.

What this plot outline doesn’t describe is the warmth and heart of ATL, which is about good kids more or less raising themselves. Uncle George is not a bad man, and at forty-one he has been a janitor long enough to plead with his nephews to get themselves an education. But when he finds out Ant (Evan Ross) is selling drugs, his immediate reaction is pragmatic: “We can always use some money in this house.” Rashad is a lot more disturbed and takes action.

But even before that, the movie offers an unusual portrait of the fourteen-year-old as drug dealer. Yes, he works for a guy with a big, expensive car (the rumbles of the sound system are an advance warning system). But Ant’s own job is to stand on a corner, hour after hour, lonely, cold, hungry, scared, not making much money and then getting that stolen. The movie is lacking the false sense of empowerment that sometimes seems to surround drugs in the movies.

Apart from its other qualities, which are real, the movie has a lot of music. The director, Chris Robinson, has made many music videos, and two of his actors are rap artists: Tip Harris records as T.I. (and did a lot of the sound track) and Antwan Andre Patton records as Big Boi. Their music, plus the mix at the Cascade, creates a sound track that drives the movie, especially in the roller-skating scenes, which are choreographed to make the rink look like a magical place. And yes, there is a Cascade in Atlanta and it’s just as popular as it seems in the movie. I know this because my wife is visiting relatives there and they took her to the Cascade, and she called me half an hour ago and was having a great time. Small world.

The screenplay, by Tina Gordon Chism, is based on a story by Antwone Fisher, and do I have to say, yes, that Antwone Fisher? I doubt ATL is as autobiographical as his 2002 film, but it reflects lives of focus and determination; Rashad and his friends are young and sometimes foolish and like to party, but they’re also smart and determined to survive and prevail. That’s why Rashad can’t understand it when … well, you’ll find out if you see the film.

What I liked most was its unforced, genuine affection for its characters. Rashad likes his friends, and so do we. He realizes Uncle George is not a paragon, but Mykelti Williamson has a strong scene where he defends his life from his point of view. He’s forty-one, no wife, pushing a broom, trying to hold a home together for two nephews he didn’t ask for, and he’s doing his best. I sense that somewhere in the film, if we know where to look, maybe in the support of Uncle George, the friendships involving Rashad, Esquire, and New-New, we can find clues about how Antwone Fisher evolved from a kid with a shaky future into a screenwriter with a big one.
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Keira Knightley (Cecilia Tallis), James McAvoy (Robbie Turner), Romola Garai (Briony, age eighteen), Brenda Blethyn (Grace Turner), Vanessa Redgrave (Older Briony), Saoirse Ronan (Briony, age thirteen), Patrick Kennedy (Leon Tallis). Directed by Joe Wright and produced by Tim Bevan, Eric Fellner, and Paul Webster. Screenplay by Christopher Hampton, based on the novel by Ian McEwan.



Atonement begins on joyous gossamer wings and descends into an abyss of tragedy and loss. Its opening scenes in an English country house between the wars are like a dream of elegance, and then a thirteen-year-old girl sees something she misunderstands, tells a lie, and destroys all possibility of happiness in three lives, including her own.

The opening act of the movie is like a breathless celebration of pure, heedless joy, a demonstration of the theory that the pinnacle of human happiness was reached by life in an English country house between the wars. Of course, that was more true of those upstairs than downstairs. We meet Cecilia Tallis (Keira Knightley), bold older daughter of an old family, and Robbie Turner (James McAvoy), their housekeeper’s promising son, who is an Oxford graduate thanks to the generosity of Cecilia’s father. Despite their difference in social class, they are powerfully attracted to each other, and that leads to a charged erotic episode next to a fountain on the house lawn.

This meeting is seen from an upstairs window by Cecilia’s younger sister, Briony (Saoirse Ronan), who thinks she sees Robbie mistreating her sister in his idea of rude sex play. We see the same scene later from Robbie and Cecilia’s point of view, and realize it involves their first expression of mutual love. But Briony does not understand, has a crush on Robbie herself, and as she reads an intercepted letter and interrupts a private tryst, her resentment grows until she tells the lie that will send Robbie out of Cecilia’s reach.

Oh, but the earlier scenes have floated effortlessly. Cecilia, as played by Knightley with stunning style, speaks rapidly in that upper-class accent that sounds like performance art. When I hear it, I despair that we Americans will ever approach such style with our words that march out like baked potatoes. She is so beautiful, so graceful, so young, and Robbie may be working as a groundsman but is true blue, intelligent, and in love with her. They deserve each other.

But that is not to be, as you know if you have read the Ian McEwan best-seller that the movie is inspired so faithfully by. McEwan, one of the best novelists alive, allows the results of Briony’s vindictive behavior to grow offstage until we meet the principals again in the early days of the war. Robbie has enlisted and been posted to France. Cecilia is a nurse in London, and so is Briony, now eighteen, trying to atone for what she realizes was a tragic error. There is a meeting of the three, only one, in London, that demonstrates to them what they have all lost.

The film cuts back and forth between the war in France and the bombing of London, and there is a single (apparently) unbroken shot of the beach at Dunkirk that is one of the great takes in film history, achieved or augmented with CGI although it is. (If it looks real, in movie logic it is real.) After an agonizing trek from behind enemy lines, Robbie is among the troops waiting to be evacuated in a Dunkirk much more of a bloody mess than legend would have us believe. In the months before, the lovers have written, promising each other the happiness they have earned.

Each period and scene in the movie is compelling on its own terms, and then compelling on a deeper level as a playing-out of the destiny that was sealed beside the fountain on that perfect summer’s day. It is only at the end of the film, when Briony, now an aged novelist played by Vanessa Redgrave, reveals facts about the story, that we realize how thoroughly, how stupidly, she has continued for a lifetime to betray Cecilia, Robbie, and herself.

The structure of the McEwan novel and this film directed by Joe Wright is relentless. How many films have we seen that fascinate in every moment and then, in the last moments, pose a question about all that has gone before, one that forces us to think deeply about what betrayal and atonement might really entail?

Wright, who also directed Knightley in his first film, Pride and Prejudice, shows a mastery of nuance and epic, sometimes in adjacent scenes. In the McEwan novel he has a story that can hardly fail him, and an ending that blindsides us with its implications. This is one of the year’s best films. [image: ]
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R, 114 m., 2007


Freddie Highmore (Evan Taylor/August Rush), Keri Russell (Lyla Novacek), Jonathan Rhys Meyers (Louis Connelly), Terrence Howard (Richard Jeffries), Robin Williams (Wizard Wallace), William Sadler (Thomas Novacek), Leon G. Thomas III (Arthur). Directed by Kirsten Sheridan and produced by Richard Barton Lewis. Screenplay by Nick Castle and James V. Hart.



Here is a movie drenched in sentimentality, but it’s supposed to be. I dislike sentimentality where it doesn’t belong, but there’s something brave about the way August Rush declares itself and goes all the way with coincidence, melodrama, and skillful tear-jerking. I think more sensitive younger viewers, in particular, might really like it.

The story is a very free modern adaptation of elements from Oliver Twist. We meet Evan Taylor (Freddie Highmore), an eleven-year-old who runs away from his orphanage rather than be placed with a foster family. He has been told that his parents are still alive and were musicians, and he believes that through the power of music he can find them again. Do you begin to see what I mean about sentimentality?

As it happens, his parents were musicians, and they met through their music. Lyla (Keri Russell) was a cellist, and Louis (Jonathan Rhys Meyers) an Irish rock singer, and in a flashback we see them meeting in Greenwich Village, falling in love at first sight, and making love so very discreetly that they remain safely within the PG rating. They promise to meet again, but Lyla’s stage-door father (William Sadler) forces her to leave town for career reasons and they have no way to contact each other. Young lovers, learn from the movies and always remember: Exchange cell numbers! Inevitably, she is pregnant (otherwise they wouldn’t be Evan’s parents, now would they be?), but her father tells her the baby died and ships Evan to an orphanage. Nothing must interfere with Lyla’s career.

Back to the present. The runaway Evan sees some street musicians in Washington Square Park, picks up a guitar and, despite having had no training, turns out to be a naturally gifted musician. Another young musician (Leon G. Thomas III), who is not called the Artful Dodger but should be, hears Evan and takes him back to an abandoned theater, where he and other young lads live under the management of a character who is called the Wizard (Robin Williams), but could be called Fagin. He sends his little army out into the streets every day not as pickpockets but as buskers. Only in a movie like August Rush could the endless practical and legal problems suggested by this arrangement be considered plausible.

The Wizard, who dresses like a drugstore cowboy, spots Evan’s talent and introduces him to the world as August Rush. August believes, really believes, that music has the power to bring people together, and finds a sympathizer when he comes upon a church choir where the preacher (Mykelti Williamson) turns out to have connections at Juilliard. And so, yes, August is discovered as a child genius, and quickly earns the right to conduct his own symphony at an outdoor concert in Central Park, where he proves himself an expert conductor and (gasp!) his mother is the cellist and his father is nearby, both of them still under the spell of their long-lost love, and …

I’m telling you, the ghost of Dickens would be applauding. The movie, directed by Kirsten Sheridan and written by Nick Castle and James V. Hart, pulls out all the stops, invents new ones, and pulls them out too. But it has a light-footed, cheerful way about its contrivances, and Freddie Highmore (Finding Neverland) is so open and winning that he makes August seem completely sincere. One touch of craftiness would sink the whole enterprise.

Another quality about the movie is that it seems to sincerely love music as much as August does. If you’re going to lay it on this thick, you can’t compromise, and Sheridan doesn’t. I don’t have some imaginary barrier in my mind beyond which a movie dare not go. I’d rather August Rush went the whole way than just be lukewarm about it. Yes, some older viewers will groan, but I think up to a certain age, kids will buy it, and in imagining their response I enjoyed my own.
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Hayden Christensen (Clay Beresford), Jessica Alba (Sam Lockwood), Terrence Howard (Dr. Jack Harper), Lena Olin (Lilith Beresford), Christopher McDonald (Dr. Larry Lupin), Sam Robards (Clay Beresford Sr.), Arliss Howard (Dr. Jonathan Neyer). Directed by Joby Harold and produced by Jason Kliot, John Penotti, and Joana Vicente. Screenplay by Harold.



Do not believe anything you hear about Awake, do not talk to anyone about it, and above all do not even glance at the poster or ads, which criminally reveal a crucial plot twist. This movie, which was withheld from critics and has scored a pitiful 13 percent on the Tomatometer from those few who were able to see it, is a surprisingly effective thriller. I went to a regular theater to see it Friday afternoon, knowing nothing about it except that the buzz was lethal, and sat there completely absorbed.

The movie involves a very, very rich young man named Clay Beresford (Hayden Christensen), who lives with his loving but dominating mother (Lena Olin) and fears to tell her about his engagement with the beautiful Samantha (Jessica Alba). But “the clock is ticking,” he is warned by his friend and surgeon Jack Harper (Terrence Howard). Jack saved Clay in the ER after he had a massive heart attack, and now Clay’s on the waiting list for a transplant. “Marry that girl,” Jack advises him, and even invites him into the operating room for a trial run to explain how dangerous the surgery is.

This and other medical procedures are highly unlikely, and the heart transplant itself involves an improbably small team, a last-minute replacement as the anesthesiologist, and an uninvited visitor allowed to put on a surgical gown and observe. But accuracy is not the point. Suspense is. And from the moment Clay realizes he is not fully under anesthesia and can hear and feel everything that is happening, the movie had me. The character does a voice-over in which he tries to force his eyes open and signal that he’s conscious, and then a series of unexpected developments take place, which I will not even begin to reveal.

Since the movie involves a plot that cannot be discussed, let me just say that I may be the slowest tomato on the meter, but I did not anticipate the surprises, did not anticipate them piling on after one another, got very involved in the gory surgical details, and found the supporting soap opera good, as such things go.

It involves a rich kid who believes he can never live up to his father, a mother who believes she cannot surrender her son, and the beautiful Jessica Alba coming between them. It also involves Clay’s determination to have the transplant performed by Dr. Jack, his trusted friend, instead of his mother’s candidate (Arliss Howard), who boasts, “I have had my hands inside presidents.” He wrote the book on transplants and will be the next surgeon general. “Well, I hope Jack has read your book,” Clay replies.

All preposterous, I know, but this edges us into a consideration of why we are at the movies in the first place, and what works and what does not work. I got involved. I felt real suspense. I thought Lena Olin gave a nuanced performance as the mother, who is deeper than we first think, and that the tension between her and Alba was plausible. And I thought the scenes where Clay imagines leaving his body, roaming the hospital, and having psychic conversations were well handled.

So maybe I’m wrong. It has happened before. Awake, written and directed by first-timer Joby Harold, clocks at only seventy-eight minutes, but that’s the right length for what happens. The movie opened under a cloud on a weekend all other mainstream movies sidestepped, apparently because it was our duty to commence Christmas shopping. But I felt what I felt, and there you have it.” [image: ]
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PG-13, 110 m., 2006


Julie Christie (Fiona Andersson), Gordon Pinsent (Grant Andersson), Olympia Dukakis (Marian), Michael Murphy (Aubrey), Kristen Thomson (Kristy), Wendy Crewson (Madeleine), Alberta Watson (Dr. Fischer). Directed by Sarah Polley and produced by Jennifer Weiss, Simone Urdl, and Daniel Iron. Screenplay by Polley, based on a short story by Alice Munro.



Away from Her is the fifth film I’ve seen about Alzheimer’s in these opening years of the century, and the best, although only one of them has been disappointing. Using sympathy and tenderness for its characters, it tells the story of a marriage that drifts out of the memory of the wife and of the husband’s efforts to deal with that fact. We have two Canadian women to thank for this film: the writer and director, Sarah Polley (born 1979), and the author of the short story that inspired it, Alice Munro (born 1931). In her short fiction, Munro has the ability to evoke a lifetime in images and dialogue of almost startling perception. Polley with her camera takes the material, finds an uncanny balance in her casting, and bathes the film in the mercy of simple truth.

Fiona and Grant Andersson (Julie Christie and Gordon Pinsent) have been married more than forty years, mostly happily despite some stumbles. They have the beauty in age they had in youth, although it is weathered now, as a park bench looks more inviting after some seasons in the sun. They have been told she has Alzheimer’s disease. The movie spares us coy early scenes where she seems healthy and then starts to slip; she starts right out putting a frying pan into the refrigerator.

They’re retired and live in a cottage overlooking fields that are perfect for cross-country skiing. They look robust in their cold-weather gear, and when they come inside from their daily skiing, they look so comfortable with each other that they make us feel cozy. Just as the models in plus-size catalogs always look thin, so the models in retirement ads always look like these two: youthful, athletic, foxy.

Fiona has too much respect for herself, and too much pity for Grant, to subject him to what seems her certain decay. She makes a decision on her own to check into a comfortable nearby nursing home, and Grant drives her there, remembering their younger adventures along the same route. An administrator explains that Grant will not be able to visit for thirty days; it’s easier if new patients are cut off from family contact while adjusting to their new lives.

All of this is seen not in darkness and shadows and the gloom of winter and visions in the night, but in bright focus. Polley told Andrew O’Hehir of Salon: “For me the overriding palette that we were working with was the idea of this very strong, sometimes blinding winter sunlight that should infuse every frame. I didn’t want the visual style to draw too much focus to itself. I felt like this needed to be an elegant and simple film, and that it had to have a certain grace.”

How can you do that by limiting your palette, instead of making it more complex? I was reminded of Bergman’s Winter Light (1962), which bathes despair in merciless daylight. The despair here is Grant’s. When he returns after thirty days, he finds Fiona almost inseparable from another patient, the mute Aubrey (Michael Murphy). She tends him like her own patient and seems indifferent, even vague, about Grant. Is she getting even with him for cheating he did earlier in their marriage? That would almost be a relief, if the alternative is that she is forgetting him. He is deeply wounded.

One reason we get married is that we need a witness to our lives. So says the Susan Sarandon character in Audrey Wells’s much-quoted dialogue for Shall We Dance (2004). With the death of every person we have known, our mutual memories become only personal, and then when we die the memories die. In a sense, those remembered events never happened. Death wipes the slate clean at once, which is a mercy compared to the light of recognition that slowly fades in the eyes of loved ones who have Alzheimer’s. Remember the first time we made love? You don’t? Who is “we”? What is “love”?

As it turns out, Aubrey has a wife named Marian (Olympia Dukakis), and Grant visits her, at first wondering if she could consider moving her husband to another place. Or whatever. They talk over her kitchen table, Dukakis imparting a sense of implacable truth. She regards reality without blinking. And that is enough about the plot.

The other recent Alzheimer’s movies are Bille August’s A Song for Martin (2002), Nick Cassavetes’s The Notebook (2004), and Erik Van Looy’s Memory of a Killer (2005). All very good, the third perhaps the best. And then there was Richard Eyre’s Iris (2001), about the decline of the novelist Iris Murdoch, which struck me as cheating because it was too much about young Iris.

True, The Notebook also moved from present to past and supplied well-timed but unlikely moments when the patient’s mind opened in perfect clarity and memory. But it proposed to be a romance, not a biography. A Song for Martin is about a couple who meet in later life, fall in love passionately, and then have the cloud fall between them. And Memory of a Killer stars Jan Decleir in an unforgettable performance as an aging Belgian hit man who wants to retire and undertakes one last job in which he fights against the fading of his light to bring about an extraordinary outcome. Rent it.

All of these films persist in linking Alzheimer’s disease to a story. Sarah Polley, whose Away from Her is a heartbreaking masterpiece, has the courage to simply observe the devastation of the disease. Alzheimer’s is usually like that. There are few great love stories replayed in the closing days, few books written, few flashbacks as enjoyable for the victims as they are for us. There is only the victim going far, far away, until finally, as if they have fallen into a black hole, no signs can ever reach us from them again.

The performances here are carefully controlled, as they must be, so that we see no false awareness slipping out from behind the masks; no sense that the Julie Christie character is in touch with a more complete reality than, from day to day, she is. No sense that Gordon Pinsent, as her husband, is finally able to feel revenge, consolation, contrition, or anything else but inescapable loss. No sense that the Olympia Dukakis character deceives herself for a moment. No sense that Michael Murphy’s character understands his behavior.

The one aware character is Kristen Thomson as Kristy, the kind nurse who gives Grant practical advice. She has empathy for him, and pity, and she can explain routines and treatments and progressions to him, but she cannot do anything about his grief. She has worked in the home for a while. She knows how Alzheimer’s is and must be. I have gotten to know some nurses well over the last year and have seen the sadness in their eyes as they discuss patients (never by name) whom they are helpless to help. Thomson finds that precise note.

Sarah Polley, still so young, always until now an actress (The Sweet Hereafter, My Life Without Me), emerges here as a director who is in calm command of almost impossible material. The movie says as much for her strength of character as for her skills. Anyone would could read Munro’s original story and think they could make a film of it, and then make a great film, deserves a certain awe.” [image: ]
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Billy Bob Thornton (Morris Buttermaker), Greg Kinnear (Roy Bullock), Marcia Gay Harden (Liz Whitewood), Sammi Kane Kraft (Amanda Whurlitzer), Jeffrey Davies (Kelly Leak), Carter Jenkins (Joey Bullock). Directed by Richard Linklater and produced by J. Geyer Kosinski and Linklater. Screenplay by John Requa and Glenn Ficarra, based on a screenplay by Bill Lancaster.



Billy Bob Thornton stages a head-on collision between two previous roles in Bad News Bears, a movie in which he plays, and I quote, “a drunk who makes a living killing rats to live in a trailer.” The movie is like a merger of his ugly drunk in Bad Santa and his football coach in Friday Night Lights, yet he doesn’t recycle from either movie; he modulates the manic anger of the Santa and the intensity of the coach and produces a morose loser whom we like better than he likes himself.

The movie, directed by Richard Linklater, is a fairly faithful remake of the 1976 film starring Walter Matthau, which inspired sequels starring William Devane and Tony Curtis. They had strengths of their own, but following Matthau’s boozy vulgarian was not one of them. Thornton’s performance is obviously fond of the Matthau approach but finds a weary sadness in Coach Morris Buttermaker, who made it out of the minor leagues long enough to play in one major league game.

His team, the Bears, exists only because of a lawsuit filed by attorney Liz Whitewood (Marcia Gay Harden), who believes the Little League discriminates; she files a class-action suit demanding that the league accept all players. The Bears end up with bad players in several categories: a black kid, two Spanish speakers, an Indian, a kid almost too little to hold the bat, and another one in a motorized wheelchair. What they have in common is not their minority status, but their inability to play the game.

They revived my own childhood memories of Little League, which I hated; it was a meritocracy in which good players were heroes and I was pointed toward right field with the hope that I would just keep on walking. Well, of course it was a meritocracy. Sports involves winning, and winning involves skills. What I could never figure out was how some kids had always been good at sports and others would never be any good, no matter how hard they tried: Kids like me, so nearsighted that the approach of a ball had to be described to me by teammates.

If Matthau was a grumpy old drunk, Thornton descends still further into self-loathing; he’s coaching only for the money, keeps his “nonalcoholic” beer can filled with bourbon, and recruits some of the kids to crawl under houses and spray dangerous chemicals. When Liz Whitewood thinks she smells booze on his breath, he uses the “nonalcoholic” line and points out he is driving. “That’s right! Never drink and drive,” she tells her son, Toby. Coach Buttermaker adds helpful details: “Stay away from crack, too. You’ll wake up in prison married to some guy named Big Bear.”

The progress of the story is predictable, as it is in all movies about underdogs. They are bad and will get better. In the case of the Bad News Bears, this process is aided when Buttermaker recruits his daughter, Amanda (Sammi Kane Kraft), from a failed marriage. She’s a gifted pitcher. He also recruits a strong hitter named Kelly Leak (Jeffrey Davies), advises one kid to deliberately get hit by a ball in order to get on base, and another one to lie to his parents. Buttermaker is not a role model, and his private life is untidy; required to find a sponsor willing to pay for the Bears’ uniforms, he recruits—well, it gets a big laugh.

The movie works on two levels. On the top level it’s a dark but traditional PG-13 version of a kids’ sports movie, with everything but the f-word in the dialogue. The plot leads inexorably up to the last inning of the final game; we know the routine.

On a more insidious level, the movie suggests that America has embraced a new approach to winning. Where sportsmanship and fair play once counted for something, success now often includes lying, cheating, and stealing, as demonstrated in criminal trials sending millionaire executives off to prison in chains.

Whether Coach Buttermaker develops better values by the end of the film, I will leave for you to discover. Thornton, in the opening and middle innings, displays a nice touch for cynical vulgarity. His archenemy in the league is Coach Bullock (Greg Kinnear), whose Yankees, like the real ones, usually win. Bullock, however, is not a paragon compared to Buttermaker, but vile in his own right, and really tough on his own kid. He’s actually more in the tradition of Vince Lombardi (“Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing”) than Buttermaker (“Baseball. Once you love it, it doesn’t always love you back. It’s like dating a German chick”). When he does finally edge toward a change of heart, it involves replacing false phony team spirit with real phony team spirit.

That the movie lacks the evil genius of Bad Santa is perhaps inevitable; you couldn’t put a character as misogynistic and vulgar as Billy Bob’s Santa in a movie where he’s surrounded by kids. There’s a limit. But Buttermaker does his best to be politically incorrect (“You guys are acting like Helen Keller at a piñata party”), and when it comes time for him to utter his big inspirational speech, it is grounded in dour reality.

What I liked most about the movie, I think, was that it undermines the self-congratulatory myths we cultivate about sports in America. It writes the obituary of good sportsmanship. Grantland Rice wrote, “It’s not whether you win or lose; it’s how you play the game,” to which, according to the Baseball Almanac, celebrated baseball team owner Gene Autry replied: “Grantland Rice can go to hell as far as I’m concerned.”

Note: The language in the movie pushes the limits of the PG-13 rating.



The Ballad of Jack and Rose [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

R, 111 m., 2005


Daniel Day-Lewis (Jack), Camilla Belle (Rose), Catherine Keener (Kathleen), Paul Dano (Thaddius), Ryan McDonald (Rodney), Jena Malone (Red Berry), Beau Bridges (Marty Rance). Directed by Rebecca Miller and produced by Lemore Syvan. Screenplay by Miller.



The Ballad of Jack and Rose is the last sad song of 1960s flower power. On an island off the East Coast, a craggy middle-aged hippie and his teenage daughter live alone in the remains of a commune. A generator is powered by wind. There is no television. Seaweed fertilizes the garden. They read. He homeschools her. They divide up the tasks. When Rose looks at Jack, her eyes glow with worship, and there is something wrong about that. When they lie side by side on the turf roof of their cottage, finding cloud patterns in the sky, they could be lovers. She is at an age when her hormones vibrate around men, and there is only one in her life.

Rebecca Miller’s film is not about incest, but it is about incestuous feelings, and about the father’s efforts, almost too late, to veer away from danger. Jack (Daniel Day-Lewis) is a fierce idealist who occasionally visits the other side of the island to fire shotgun blasts over the heads of workers building a housing development. Rose (Camilla Belle) admires him as her hero. “If you die, then I’m going to die,” she tells him. “If you die,” he says, “there will have been no point to my living.”

This is not an academic discussion. He’s had a heart attack, and he may die. She regularly takes away his home-rolled cigarettes, but out of her sight he’s a chain-smoker, painfully thin, his idealistic serenity sometimes revealing a fierce anger just below the surface. He hates the developer (Beau Bridges) who is building the new homes on what Jack believes are wetlands: “That’s not a house. It’s a thing to keep the TV dry,” he says, and, “They all want to live in places with people exactly like themselves, and have private police forces to keep their greedy little children safe.”

Jack is being forced to think about the future. His daughter, he finally realizes, is too fixated on him. He visits the mainland, where for six months he has been dating Kathleen (Catherine Keener). He asks her to move with her two teenage boys out to the island and live with them: “It will be an experiment.” Because he has a trust fund, he can write her a handsome check to make the move more practical. Kathleen, who lives at home with her mother, needs the money and is realistic about that, while at the same time genuinely liking Jack. But how much does she know about him? She has never been to the island.

The film’s best scenes involve the introduction of these three outsiders into the solitude of Jack and Rose. The sons, by different fathers, are different creatures. Rodney (Ryan McDonald) is an endomorphic sweetheart; Thaddius (Paul Dano) is a skinny pothead. “I’m studying to be a woman’s hair dresser,” Rodney tells Rose. “I wanted to be a barber, but men don’t get enough pleasure out of their hair.”

Having possibly fantasized herself as her father’s lover, Rose reacts with anger to the newcomers and determines in revenge to lose her virginity as soon as possible. She asks Rodney to sleep with her, but he demurs (“I am sure my brother will be happy to oblige”) and suggests a haircut instead. The short-haired Rose seems to have grown up overnight, and in reaction to her father’s “experiment” offers him evidence of an experiment of her own.

The fundamental flaws in their idyllic island hideaway become obvious. As long as Jack and Rose lived in isolation, a certain continuity could be maintained. But the introduction of Kathleen as her father’s lover, and the news that she is to start attending a school in town, cause Rose to rage against the loss of—what? Her innocence, or her ideas about her father’s innocence?

Rebecca Miller, the writer and director, had a strong father of her own, the playwright Arthur Miller. She had a strong mother, too, the photographer Inge Morath. That she is now essentially the photographer (although the cinematography is by the visual poet Ellen Kuras) and her subject is a father and daughter may be less of a case of acting out her own childhood, as some writers have suggested, as identifying with her mother. It would be reckless and probably wrong to find literal parallels between Rebecca and Rose, but perhaps the film’s emotional conflicts have an autobiographical engine.

Toward the end of the film, events pile up a little too quickly; there are poisonous snakes and sudden injuries, confrontations with the builder and medical concerns, and Jack resembles a lot of dying characters in the movies: His health closely mirrors the requirements of the story. By the end I had too much of a sense of story strands that had strayed too far to be neatly concluded, and there is an epilogue that could have been done without.

Despite these complaints, The Ballad of Jack and Rose is an absorbing experience. Consider the care with which Miller handles a confrontation between Jack and the home-builder. Countless clichés are sidestepped when Jack finally sees their conflict for what it is, not right against wrong, but “a matter of taste.” Is it idealistic to want a whole island to yourself, and venal to believe that other people might enjoy having homes there? The movie has a sly scene where Jack and Rose visit one of the model homes, which to Jack is an abomination and to Rose a dream.
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Dan Fogler (Randy Daytona), Christopher Walken (Mr. Feng), George Lopez (Agent Rodriguez), Maggie Q (Maggie), Tom Lennon (Karl Wolfschtagg), James Hong (Master Wong), Robert Patrick (Sgt. Pete Daytona). Directed by Robert Ben Garant and produced by Tom Lennon, Roger Birnbaum, Gary Barber, and Jonathan Glickman. Screenplay by Garant and Lennon.



Ping-Pong is to tennis as foosball is to soccer. I know it’s on cable now, with lots of controversy over slower balls and faster paddles, but it retains for me only memories of rainy days at summer camp. I have never lost all affection for the sport, however, and am careful to play it at least once every decade. Thus it was with great eagerness that I attended Balls of Fury, which is, I believe, the first movie combining Ping-Pong and kung-fu and costarring Maggie Q. How many could there be?

Dan Fogler is the star, playing Randy Daytona, who in his youth was a Ping-Pong phenom but has been reduced in his twenties to working as a lounge act in Vegas, bouncing the ball off a board while flanked by two babes. That kind of lounge entertainment reminds me of an annual banquet of the Chicago Newspaper Reporters Association, at which the entertainment consisted of a man who came onstage with twelve of those paddles that have a bouncing ball attached with a rubber band, kept all twelve balls going at once, and then, one by one, got all twelve in his mouth.

Randy Daytona, now grown pudgy and in the early stages of a Curly Howard hairstyle, is discovered in Vegas by Rodriguez (George Lopez), an FBI agent who wants him to get back into training so he can compete undercover in an illegal global Ping-Pong and martial arts tournament run by the evil criminal weapons dealer Mr. Feng (Christopher Walken). Walken plays the role with makeup that makes him look Asian and clothes that look recycled from the wallpaper in a Chinese restaurant. Back in the days of Charlie Chan, Asians were rightfully offended when Caucasian actors portrayed them, but I doubt there is an Asian alive who will begrudge Walken this particular role.

Daytona’s assignment: Get back in shape under the tutelage of blind Master Wong (James Hong) and his niece, played by Maggie Q (Mission: Impossible III). How can you be blind and play Ping-Pong? If you can’t see, what other option do you have? Daytona thrives under his lessons, learns deadly martial arts moves from Maggie Q, and then he’s ready for Mr. Feng’s bizarre tournament.

Don’t expect me to explain the rules and purposes of the tournament, if it has any. I was preoccupied with observing the sheer absurdity of everything on the screen, including Daytona’s old Ping-Pong archenemy Karl Wolfschtagg (cowriter Tom Lennon), who will be a star if World Wrestling Entertainment ever sanctions this sport. All he needs is a leather mask and some spurs.

At some point in my study of the press releases, I came across the usual claims about how Fogler and the other actors became experts at the game and did many of their own scenes. Pure baloney. There are Ping-Pong games in this movie where the balls move faster than a quark on Saturday night. Fermi-lab should show Balls of Fury in its training program.

Now what else can I tell you? Well, I received a nice letter from Greg Packnett of Madison, Wisconsin, who enjoyed my “extremely qualified recommendation” for Rush Hour 3, remembering that while camping near the Wisconsin Dells, “it was so hot and so humid, that the people I was with decided to go to Rush Hour 3 “just for an excuse to spend a few hours in air-conditioning.” Substituting the movie title, here’s the qualified recommendation Mr. Packnett enjoyed so much: “Once you realize it’s only going to be so good, you settle back and enjoy that modest degree of goodness, which is at least not badness, and besides, if you’re watching Balls of Fury, you obviously didn’t have anything better to do anyway.”



Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress [image: ] [image: ] ½

NO MPAA RATING, 111 m., 2005


Xun Zhou (Little Seamstress), Kun Chen (Luo), Ye Liu (Ma), Shuangbao Wang (Village Chief), Zhijun Cong (Old Tailor), Hong Wei Wang (Four Eyes), Xiong Xiao (Mother of Four Eyes). Directed by Sijie Dai and produced by Lise Fayolle. Screenplay by Dai and Nadine Perront, based on the novel by Dai.



Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress is artfully designed to appeal to lovers of romance and books, but by the end of the film I was not convinced it knew much about either. The romance is sincere but lacking in passion, and the books have the strange result of sending the heroine away from both men who love her, and toward an unknown future in the big city.

The story takes place in 1971, when two city boys are sent to a remote mountain area to be “reeducated” under the Cultural Revolution. Luo (Kun Chen) confesses to the village chief that his father is a “reactionary dentist” who committed the sin of once treating Chiang Kai-shek. Ma (Ye Liu) is the child of intellectuals. Enough said. In the rural vastness, surrounded by breathtaking scenery, they stagger up a mountainside with barrels of waste and work in a copper mine.

The chief (Shuangbao Wang) takes a hard line at first. He goes through the young men’s possessions, throwing a cookbook into the fire because in the village they will eat not bourgeois chicken but proletarian cabbage and corn. Ma has a violin, which the chief thinks is a toy until Ma begins to play Mozart. Everyone in the village is enchanted by the music, which the chief allows after being informed the composition is in honor of Chairman Mao. Nearby lives the little seamstress (Xun Zhou), with her ancient grandfather, the tailor (Zhijun Cong). The boys are attracted to her beauty and grace, and Luo courts her while Ma feels the same way.

The movie has been cowritten and directed by Sijie Dai, based on his own best seller in which the young men find a cache of forbidden Western books and read them aloud to the seamstress. They also teach her to read and write. The novels are by Balzac, Dumas, and Flaubert, whose Madame Bovary perhaps inspires the seamstress to one day leave the village and set out alone to walk to the city. The boys protest, passively, and let her go. To be sure, by this time she’s been through harrowing experiences and is no longer the innocent we first met, but still: Is this a success story about literacy, or a failure to communicate?

Some of my favorite episodes from the novel are well visualized in the movie, including the way Luo and Ma travel to a nearby town, watch Korean films, and return to describe them to the villagers with great drama (making up most of the details). There’s also the drama of Luo’s sudden departure for the city, and an emergency that Ma helps the seamstress survive. But somehow the principal characters seem oddly remote from their own lives. We’re not sure what literature means to them (aside from the sentimental assumption that it is redemptive). And we’re not sure how deep the love between Luo and the seamstress can possibly be, considering the way they eventually part.

When the movie violently yanks us twenty years into the future for the epilogue, it is an unsatisfactory one in which one character shows his video footage of how the mountain district was flooded after a new dam was built, but the two men are never really clear about their feelings for the seamstress, or each other. There should have been more urgency at the time, more powerful memories afterward, and less complacency about the way the seamstress disappears from the story.

I do believe that books are redemptive. I believe that no child who can read and has access to books and the time to read them is without hope. That alone can change a life. But in Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress, the city boys go through the motions of transforming the seamstress through books, without the how and why. What does she think—do any of them think—about the strange foreign worlds described by Balzac and the others?

I am reminded of the scene in Truffaut’s The 400 Blows where the young hero has a shrine to Balzac; Seamstress has a sort of shrine, too, a hidden grotto, but without Truffaut’s perception about how his character changes. And after some initial hardships, the lives of the boys seem to become easier and filled with free time; there’s no sense that the village chief represents a real danger to them, and a scene where Luo treats his tooth is badly acted and seems awkward. The elements in the story push all the right buttons, but the buttons don’t seem to be wired to anything.
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PG-13, 86 m., 2008


Sasson Gabai (Tewfig), Ronit Elkabetz (Dina), Saleh Bakri (Haled), Khalifa Natour (Simon), Imad Jabarin (Camal), Tarak Kopty (Iman). Directed by Eran Kolirin and produced by Eilon Ratzkovsky, Ehud Bleiberg, Yossi Uzrad, Koby Gal-Raday, and Guy Jacoel. Screenplay by Kolirin.



The eight men wear sky-blue uniforms with gold braid on the shoulders. They look like extras in an opera. They dismount from a bus in the middle of nowhere and stand uncertainly on the sidewalk. They are near a highway interchange, leading, no doubt, to where they’d rather be. Across the street is a small café. Regarding them are two bored layabouts and a sadly, darkly beautiful woman.

They are the Alexandria Ceremonial Police Orchestra, a band from Egypt. Their leader, a severe man with a perpetually dour expression, crosses the street and asks the woman for directions to the Arab Cultural Center. She looks at him as if he stepped off a flying saucer. “Here there is no Arab culture,” she says. “Also no Israeli culture. Here there is no culture at all.”

They are in a dorp in the middle of the Israeli desert, having taken the wrong bus to the wrong destination. Another bus will not come until tomorrow. The Band’s Visit begins with this premise, which could supply the makings of a light comedy, and turns it into a quiet, sympathetic film about the loneliness that surrounds us all. Oh, and there is some comedy, after all.

The town they have arrived at is lacking in interest even for those who live there. It is seemingly without activity. The bandleader, named Tewfig (Sasson Gabai), asks if there is a hotel. The woman, Dina (Ronit Elkabetz), is amused. No hotel. They communicate in careful, correct English—she more fluent, he weighing every word. Tewfig explains their dilemma. They are to play a concert tomorrow at the opening of a new Arab Cultural Center in a place that has almost, but not quite, the same name as the place they are in.

Tewfig starts out to lead a march down the highway in the correct direction. There is some dissent, especially from the tall young troublemaker Haled (Saleh Bakri). He complains that they have not eaten. After some awkward negotiations (they have little Israeli currency), the Egyptians are served soup and bread in Dina’s café. It is strange how the static, barren, lifeless nature of the town seeps into the picture even though the writer-director, Eran Kolirin, uses no establishing shots or any effort at all to show us anything beyond the café—and later, Dina’s apartment and an almost empty restaurant.

Dina offers to put up Tewfig and Haled at her apartment, and tells the young layabouts (who seem permanently anchored to their chairs outside her café) that they must take the others home to their families. And then begins a long, quiet night of guarded revelations, shared isolation, and tentative tenderness. Dina is tough but not invulnerable. Life has given her little that she hoped for. Tewfig is a man with an invisible psychic weight on his shoulders. Haled, under everything, is an awkward kid. They go for a snack at the restaurant, its barren tables reaching away under bright lights, and Dina points out a man who comes in with his family. A sometime lover of hers, she tells Tewfig. Even adultery seems weary here.

When the three end up back at Dina’s apartment, where she offers them wine, the evening settles down into resignation. It is clear that Dina feels tender toward Tewfig, that she can see through his timid reserve to the good soul inside. But there is no movement. Later, when he makes a personal revelation, it is essentially an apology. The movie avoids what we might expect, a meeting of the minds, and gives us instead a sharing of quiet desperation.

As Dina and Tewfig, Ronit Elkabetz and Sasson Gabai bring great fondness and amusement to their characters. She is pushing middle age; he is being pushed by it. It is impossible for this night to lead to anything in their future lives. But it could lead to a night to remember. Gabai plays the bandleader as so repressed, or shy or wounded, that he seems closed inside himself. As we watch Elkabetz putting on a new dress for the evening and inspecting herself in the mirror, we see not vanity but hope. And throughout the evening we note her assertion, her confidence, her easily assumed air of independence. Yet when she gazes into the man’s eyes, she sighs with regret that as a girl she loved the Omar Sharif movies that played daily on Israeli TV, but play no more.

There are some amusing interludes. A band member plays the first few notes of a sonata he has not finished (after years). A band mate calls him “Schubert.” A local man keeps solitary vigil by a pay phone, waiting for a call from the girl he loves. He has an insistent way of showing his impatience when another uses the phone. In the morning, the band reassembles and leaves. The Band’s Visit has not provided any of the narrative payoffs we might have expected, but it has provided something more valuable: an interlude involving two “enemies,” Arabs and Israelis, that shows them both as only ordinary people with ordinary hopes, lives, and disappointments. It has also shown us two souls with rare beauty. [image: ]



Basic Instinct 2 [image: ] ½

R, 113 m., 2006


Sharon Stone (Catherine Tramell), David Morrissey (Dr. Michael Glass), Charlotte Rampling (Milena Gardosh), David Thewlis (Roy Washburn), Hugh Dancy (Adam Towers), Indira Varma (Denise Glass), Heathcote Williams (Jakob Gerst). Directed by Michael Caton-Jones and produced by Moritz Borman, Joel B. Michaels, Mario Kassar, and Andrew G. Vajna. Screenplay by Leora Barish and Henry Bean.



Basic Instinct 2 resembles its heroine: It gets off by living dangerously. Here is a movie so outrageous and preposterous it is either (a) suicidal or (b) throbbing with a horrible fascination. I lean toward (b). It’s a lot of things, but boring is not one of them. I cannot recommend the movie, but… why the hell can’t I? Just because it’s godawful? What kind of reason is that for staying away from a movie? Godawful and boring, that would be a reason.

I have here an e-mail from Adam Burke, a reader who says: “I’m tired of reading your reviews where you give a movie three stars but make sure we know it isn’t a great movie. You always seem to want to cover your ass, making sure we know you’re smarter than the movie.” He has a point. Of course, I am smarter than most movies, but so are you. That doesn’t always prevent us from enjoying them. What Burke doesn’t mention is my other maddening tendency, which is to give a movie 1½ stars and then hint that it’s really better than that.

Which brings us full circle to Basic Instinct 2. It has an audacious plot, which depends on (a) a psychopathic serial killer being able to manipulate everyone in her life, or (b) a woman who uncannily seems to be a psychopathic serial killer, while there is (c) an alternative explanation for everything. True, (a), (b), and (c) are equally impossible, but they’re the only possibilities, I think. That leaves us feeling screwed at the end, which is how everyone in the film feels, so we cross the finish line together.

So much for the plot. Now for Sharon Stone. She may get some of the worst reviews in years, but she delivers the goods. Playing Catherine Tramell, a trashy novelist who toys with life, death, and sex while doing “research” for her next best seller, Stone brings a hypnotic fascination to her performance. You don’t believe it, but you can’t tear your eyes away. She talks dirty better than anyone in the movies. She can spend hours working her way through “every position in Masters and Johnson,” she sighs wistfully, and forget all about it in a week, “but I’d remember it if a man died while having sex with me.”

She says this, and lots of other things, to a shrink named Dr. Michael Glass (David Morrissey). He’s appointed by the courts to evaluate her sanity after the car she is driving goes off a bridge at 110 mph and her passenger, a soccer star, drowns. In court we learn she has a “risk addiction” so severe that “the only limit for her would be her own death.” They say that with any addiction you have to hit bottom. Death may be taking it too far.

Back on the street after unlikely legal technicalities, she comes salivating after Dr. Glass, who insanely accepts her as a client. Also involved in the tangled web are his ex-wife (Indira Varma); a gossip writer (Hugh Dancy) the ex-wife is currently bonking; a Freudian in a fright wig (Heathcote Williams); a fellow shrink (Charlotte Rampling) who warns Glass he is playing with fire; and a cop (David Thewlis) who sniffs around the case like a dog convinced that if liverwurst is not in the room at this moment, it was here not very long ago.

Some of these people die unpleasantly during the course of the film, possibly giving Tramell something to remember. Some of them are suspected of the murders. The details are not very important. What matters are the long scenes of dialogue in which Tramell mind-whacks Dr. Glass with speculations so detailed they rival the limerick about who did what, and with which, and to whom.

The Catherine Tramell role cannot be played well, but Sharon Stone can play it badly better than any other actress alive. The director, Michael Caton-Jones, alternates smoldering close-ups with towering dominatrix poses, and there’s an extended Jacuzzi sequence in which we get the much-advertised full frontal nudity—which does not, somehow, manage to be full, frontal, and nude all at the same time. First a little nude, then a little full, then a little frontal, driving us crazy trying to load her simultaneously onto our hard drive.

Dr. Glass is played by Morrissey as a subdued, repressed basket case who listens to Tramell with a stony expression on his face. This is because he is either (a) suppressing his desire to ravage her in lustful abandon, or (b) suppressing delirious laughter. I’ll bet there are outtakes of Stone and Morrissey cracking up. How else to respond to dialogue such as, “Don’t take it so hard—even Oedipus didn’t see his mother coming.”

Basic Instinct 2 is not good in any rational or defensible way, but not bad in irrational and indefensible ways. I savored the icy abstraction of the modern architecture, which made the people look like they came with the building. I grinned at that absurd phallic skyscraper that really does exist in London. I liked the recklessness of the sex-and-speed sequence that opens the movie (and, curiously, looks to have been shot in Chicago). I could appreciate the plot once I accepted that it was simply jerking my chain. You can wallow in it.

Speaking of wallowing in the plot, I am reminded of another of today’s e-mails, from Coralyn Sheridan, who tells me that in Parma they say, “The music of Verdi is like a pig: Nothing goes to waste.” Those Parmesans.

Of Sharon Stone, what can I say except that there is within most men a private place that responds to an aggressive sexual challenge, especially when it’s delivered like a lurid torch song, and Stone plays those notes like she worked out her own fingering.

Note No. 1: The last shot in the film is wrong. It should show only the eyes.

Note No. 2: My 1½-star rating is like a cold shower, designed to take my mind away from giving it four stars. I expect to hear from Adam Burke about this.
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PG-13, 140 m., 2005


Christian Bale (Bruce Wayne/Batman), Michael Caine (Alfred Pennyworth), Liam Neeson (Henri Ducard), Katie Holmes (Rachel Dawes), Morgan Freeman (Lucius Fox), Gary Oldman (Lieutenant James Gordon), Cillian Murphy (Dr. Jonathan Crane), Tom Wilkinson (Carmine Falcone), Rutger Hauer (Richard Earle), Ken Watanabe (Ra’s Al Ghul). Directed by Christopher Nolan and produced by Larry J. Franco, Charles Roven, and Emma Thomas. Screenplay by David S. Goyer and Nolan.



Batman Begins at last penetrates to the dark and troubled depths of the Batman legend, creating a superhero who, if not plausible, is at least persuasive as a man driven to dress like a bat and become a vigilante. The movie doesn’t simply supply Batman’s beginnings in the tradition of a comic book origin story, but explores the tortured path that led Bruce Wayne from a parentless childhood to a friendless adult existence. The movie is not realistic, because how could it be, but it acts as if it is.

Opening in a prison camp in an unnamed nation, Batman Begins shows Bruce Wayne (Christian Bale) enduring brutal treatment as a prisoner as part of his research into the nature of evil. He is rescued by the mysterious Henri Ducard (Liam Neeson), who appoints himself Wayne’s mentor, teaches him sword-fighting and mind control, and tries to enlist him in his amoral League of Shadows (“We burned London to the ground”). When Wayne refuses to kill someone as a membership requirement, Ducard becomes his enemy; the reclusive millionaire returns to Gotham determined to fight evil, without realizing quite how much trouble he is in.

The story of why he identifies with bats (childhood trauma) and hates evildoers (he saw his parents killed by a mugger) has been referred to many times in the various incarnations of the Batman legend, including four previous films. This time it is given weight and depth.

Wayne discovers in Gotham that the family Wayne Corp. is run by a venal corporate monster (Rutger Hauer), but that in its depths labors the almost-forgotten scientific genius Lucius Fox (Morgan Freeman), who understands that Wayne wants to fight crime and offers him the weaponry. Lucius happens to have on hand a prototype Batmobile, which unlike the streamlined models in the earlier movies is a big, unlovely juggernaut that looks like a Humvee’s wet dream. He also devises a Bat Cape with surprising properties.

These preparations, Gotham crime details, and the counsel of the faithful family servant Alfred (Michael Caine) delay the actual appearance of a Batman until the second act of the movie. We don’t mind. Unlike the earlier films, which delighted in extravagant special-effects action, Batman Begins is shrouded in shadow; instead of high-detail, sharp-edged special effects, we get obscure developments in fog and smoke, their effect reinforced by a superb sound effects design. And Wayne himself is a slow learner, clumsy at times, taking foolish chances, inventing Batman as he goes along (“People need dramatic examples to shake them out of fear and apathy, and I can’t do that as a human being”).

This is at last the Batman movie I’ve been waiting for. The character resonates more deeply with me than the other comic superheroes, perhaps because when I discovered him as a child he seemed darker and more grown-up than the cheerful Superman. He has secrets. As Alfred muses: “Strange injuries and a nonexistent social life. These things beg the question, what does Bruce Wayne do with his time?”

What he does is create a high profile as a millionaire playboy who gets drunk and causes scenes. This disappoints his friend since childhood, Rachel Dawes (Katie Holmes), who is now an assistant D.A. She and Lieutenant James Gordon (Gary Oldman), apparently Gotham’s only honest cop, are faced with a local crime syndicate led by Carmine Falcone (Tom Wilkinson). But Falcone’s gang is child’s play compared to the deep scheme being hatched by the corrupt psychiatrist Dr. Jonathan Crane (Cillian Murphy), who in the tradition of Victorian alienists likes to declare his enemies insane and lock them up.

Crane’s secret identity as the Scarecrow fits into a scheme to lace the Gotham water supply with a psychedelic drug. Then a superweapon will be used to vaporize the water, citizens will inhale the drug, and it will drive them crazy, for reasons the Scarecrow and his confederates explain with more detail than clarity. Meanwhile, flashbacks establish Wayne’s deepest traumas, including his special relationship with bats and his guilt because he thinks he is responsible for his parents’ mugging.

I admire, among other things, the way the movie doesn’t have the gloss of the earlier films. The Batman costume is an early design. The Bat Cave is an actual cave beneath Wayne Manor. The Batmobile enters and leaves it by leaping across a chasm and through a waterfall. The early Bat Signal is crude and out of focus. The movie was shot on location in Chicago, making good use of the murky depths of Lower Wacker Drive (you may remember it from Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer) and the Board of Trade building (now the Wayne Corp.). Special effects add a spectacular monorail straight down LaSalle Street, which derails in the best scene along those lines since The Fugitive.

Christian Bale is just right for this emerging version of Batman. It’s strange to see him muscular and toned, after his cadaverous appearance in The Machinist, but he suggests an inward quality that suits the character. His old friend Rachel is at first fooled by his facade of playboy irresponsibility, but Lieutenant Gordon (destined to become in the fullness of time Commissioner Gordon) figures out fairly quickly what Batman is doing, and why. Instead of one villain as the headliner, Batman Begins has a whole population, including Falcone, the Scarecrow, the Asian League of Shadows leader Ra’s Al Ghul (Ken Watanabe), and a surprise bonus pick.

The movie has been directed by Christopher Nolan, still only thirty-five, whose Memento (2000) took Sundance by storm and was followed by Insomnia (2002), a police procedural starring Al Pacino. What Warner Bros. saw in those pictures that inspired it to think of Nolan for Batman is hard to say, but the studio guessed correctly, and after an eight-year hiatus the Batman franchise has finally found its way.

I said this is the Batman movie I’ve been waiting for; more correctly, this is the movie I did not realize I was waiting for, because I didn’t realize that more emphasis on story and character and less emphasis on high-tech action was just what was needed. The movie works dramatically in addition to being an entertainment. There’s something to it.



The Baxter [image: ] [image: ]

PG-13, 91 m., 2005


Michael Showalter (Elliot Sherman), Elizabeth Banks (Caroline Swann), Justin Theroux (Bradley Lake), Michelle Williams (Cecil Mills), Michael Ian Black (Ed), Peter Dinklage (Benson Hedges), Paul Rudd (Dan Abbott). Directed by Michael Showalter and produced by Daniela Taplin Lundberg, Galt Niederhoffer, Celine Rattray, and Reagan Silber. Screenplay by Showalter.



We are informed early in The Baxter that “the baxter” is a term for the guy in a movie who never gets the girl. This came as news to me, and I expect it will come as a shock to my friend Billy “Silver Dollar” Baxter, who always gets more or less what he wants, especially when he wants a good seat in a restaurant, which is usually harder to get than the girl.

The movie stars Michael Showalter as Elliot Sherman, who is the baxter, and has been told about baxters by his grandmother, which means baxters are entering their third generation of nobody ever having heard about them. Given the definition of a baxter, I guess that makes sense. The opening scene shows Elliot at the altar, about to marry a girl, when the man she truly loves bursts into the church and sweeps her away. That’s the baxter: the guy left at the altar. I’m trying to think of the name of the baxter in The Graduate.

Elliot, it must be said, richly deserves to be a baxter. He is a certified public accountant who is engaged to a smart, hot, successful young woman named Caroline (Elizabeth Banks), who is playing well below her league. Maybe she wants to marry Elliot so she won’t always be bothered by having a husband. But when her high-school honey, Bradley (Justin Theroux), turns up, she forgets all her reasons for wanting to marry Elliot, if there are any.

Actually, there aren’t any. It is Showalter’s misfortune to be releasing a movie about a boring and unlikable nerd only two weeks after the opening of The 40-Year-Old Virgin, which stars Steve Carell as a fascinating and lovable nerd. The thing you have to remember about movie nerds is that they’re movie nerds; they’re nerds for the convenience of the plot, but secretly fascinating. To be a good nerd in a movie, a nerd should resemble a baked potato, as I have so often heard them described by Billy “Silver Dollar” Baxter: “I’ve been tubbed, I’ve been scrubbed, I’ve been rubbed! I’m lovable, huggable, and eatable!”

There is, luckily, a baked potato in The Baxter. She is played by Michelle Williams, as Cecil Mills, the cute temp who is right there in Elliot’s outer office and adores him and is perfect for him and is cuter than a button and almost as cute as two buttons. She glows in the movie. She glows so much, indeed, that I was waiting for her to dump Elliot, too. She’s too good for a baxter.

There’s also a hilarious supporting performance by Peter Dinklage as a wedding planner named Benson Hedges. His name reminds me of the year Edy Williams introduced me to her date on Oscar night: “I’d like you to meet Dean Witter.” Dinklage, whom you may remember from The Station Agent (and if you don’t, that is the next movie you should rent), plays a gay dwarf who not only steals every scene he’s in but pawns it and buys more scenes and walks off with them, too. He has a little routine with cute guys on a city sidewalk that is like a meditation on hope and lust. Benson may be a Hedges, but he will never be a baxter.

The problem with The Baxter is right there at the center of the movie, and maybe it is unavoidable: Showalter makes too good a baxter. He deserves to be dumped. At some point everyone in the movie should have jilted him and gone off and started a movie of their own. If Elliot ever gets to the altar with Cecil, Benson Hedges the wedding planner should march in and sweep her away. Yes, he’s gay, but maybe they could work out something. He could plan her into another wedding.
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NO MPAA RATING, 107 m., 2005


Romain Duris (Thomas), Niels Arestrup (Robert), Linh-Dan Pham (Miao-Lin), Aure Atika (Aline), Emmanuelle Devos (Chris), Jonathan Zaccaï (Fabrice), Gilles Cohen (Sami), Anton Yakovlev (Minskov). Directed by Jacques Audiard and produced by Pascal Caucheteux. Screenplay by Audiard and Tonino Benacquista, based on the film Fingers by James Toback.



The first time we see Thomas, he’s carrying a sack squirming with movement. It contains rats he will set loose in a building he wants to buy cheaply; he has to persuade the current tenants to leave. Later, with two sidekicks, he smashes windows and intimidates squatters in another desirable property. This is how the real estate business operates at his level in Paris. He learned it from his father, Robert, a seedy soak with a big gut, who has been an insidious influence in his son’s life.

A more beneficent influence, his mother, is dead. She was a concert pianist, and as a young man Thomas studied the piano seriously. One day he meets the impresario who booked his mother’s concerts, and the man remembers his talent and invites him to audition. Thomas is stirred, and torn. He is working at a job he loathes, doing things that make him despise himself, but is reluctant to defy his father. He loves classical music but doubts his ability to regain whatever talent he once had.

This story, told in Jacques Audiard’s The Beat That My Heart Skipped, will sound familiar to anyone who has seen Fingers (1978), the first film directed by James Toback, who himself has always been torn between his good and bad angels. The Toback film, filled with fierce energy and desire, starred Harvey Keitel, torn between Bach and brutality, as the son of a mafioso (Michael V. Gazzo).

The French movie is not a remake so much as a riff on the same material, seen in a more realistic, less emotionally extreme way. Thomas, played by Romain Duris with self-contempt that translates into coiled energy, is fully capable of violence. His anger maybe fueled by frustration at the piano keyboard.

He hires a coach. This is Miao-Lin (Linh-Dan Pham), a Chinese pianist, newly arrived in Paris and without a word of French. They communicate through the music. In her own way she is as demanding and unforgiving as his father, forcing him to repeat passages again and again. Thomas’s whole life comes down to the inability to satisfy authority figures. After a long but unspecified period of practice, he is ready for his audition, but the impresario represents yet one more test he fears he will fail.

In a different kind of movie, Thomas and Miao-Lin would fall in love. There is certainly feeling between them, but unrealized; they are an intriguing mystery to each other. Thomas has an affair with the wife of one of his shady partners, but regards in puzzlement his father’s new “fiancée,” Chris (Emmanuelle Devos), who is deluded if she thinks she has a future with Robert. Yes, Robert (Niels Arestrup) exhibits her with pride, as proof that he is still the man he has always played for his son, but clearly he is a heart attack on hold, an overweight, florid-cheeked shambles with a yellow sport coat and tangled hair. He no doubt thinks his hair, probably dyed, preserves the dash he had in the 1960s, but it’s a discouraged mop of worn-out bravado.

What hold does Robert have over his son? Why will Thomas do his dirty work? The times have bypassed Robert, as Thomas tries to explain when his dad has a deal that goes bad with a Russian mobster named Minskov (Anton Yakovlev). He tries to tell his father to stay clear of Minskov, to forget the bad deal and write off the loss; Minskov is dangerous and out of their league. But the father sits implacably in a series of shabby cafés, smoking and drinking and setting tests for his son.

The 1978 Toback film was crazier and edgier than this one; the young Keitel brought it a desperate energy, and Gazzo had a charisma that helped you understand why the son loved his father so. The Beat That My Heart Skipped is a darker and more downbeat enterprise, with a hero who is as conflicted, but not as mad, as the Toback original. There is nothing in this movie to match Toback’s famous shot of Keitel crouched naked behind a piano, but there is a noir grunginess that is always convincing. The film seems to argue that a man who conducts his life like Thomas cannot successfully play classical music because he cannot feel its exaltation.

Audiard is a considerable filmmaker. His Read My Lips (2001), like this one cowritten with Tonino Benacquista, was a superb psycho-thriller involving a hearing-impaired office worker (again, Devos) who gets involved with an ex-con (Vincent Cassel) in a situation where lip-reading takes on a startling urgency. Both of these films occupy the meeting point between crime and middle-class respectability, and have central characters who are not prepared to live in both of those worlds, but cannot choose. The Beat That My Heart Skipped doesn’t replace Fingers, but joins it as the portrait of a man reaching out desperately toward his dying ideals.
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PG-13, 105 m., 2005


Queen Latifah (Gina Norris), Alicia Silverstone (Lynn), Andie MacDowell (Terri Green), Alfre Woodard (Miss Josephine), Mena Suvari (Joanne Marcus), Djimon Hounsou (Joe), Kevin Bacon (Jorge Christophe), Keshia Knight Pulliam (Darnelle), Paige Hurd (Vanessa), Bryce Wilson (James). Directed by Bille Woodruff and produced by Robert Teitel, George Tillman Jr., Queen Latifah, David Hoberman, Shakim Compere, and Elizabeth Cantillon. Screenplay by Kate Lanier and Norman Vance Jr.



Early in Beauty Shop, Queen Latifah asks her daughter if her pants make her butt look big. When the answer is “yes,” she slaps it and says, “Good!” And means it. Latifah is profoundly comfortable with herself, and Beauty Shop is comfortable with itself. It isn’t simply trying to turn up the heat under a Barber Shop clone, but to be more plausible (not a lot, but a little) in the story of a woman starting her own business. It’s more of a human comedy than stand-up or slapstick.

Queen Latifah stars as Gina, recently arrived in Atlanta from Chicago (where she appeared briefly in Barber Shop 2). She’s already the top stylist in an upscale salon run by the improbable Jorge Christophe, a streaked blond self-promoter who keeps Latifah from being the only queen in the movie. Jorge is over the top in every possible way, and you have to blink a couple of times before you realize he’s being played by—Kevin Bacon?

It’s very funny work, and sets up Gina for a big showdown where she walks out on Jorge and starts her own beauty shop. There’s nothing terrifically original in the way she finds an old salon, remodels and repaints it, and staffs it with a shampoo girl from Jorge’s (Alicia Silverstone) and an array of expert and verbal hairdressers, most notably Miss Josephine (Alfre Woodard) and Darnelle (Keshia Knight Pulliam, from Cosby). But consider the scene where she applies for a bank loan, and gets it after she shows the loan officer what she should be doing with her hair.

It is a convention of these movies that the shop is under threat from a landlord, a developer, or another ominous menace. This time it is the jealous Jorge, bribing a corrupt city inspector to put Gina out of business, and later taking more drastic measures. The movie wisely doesn’t treat the threats as the whole plot, and it’s refreshing how most of the movie is essentially about the characters, their stories, their lives.

Gina, for example, is a widow raising her daughter, Vanessa (Paige Hurd), a promising pianist. The man who lives upstairs over the beauty shop is Joe (Djimon Hounsou), an African who is both an electrician and a pianist. That sets up a sweet romance that isn’t the usual bawdiness, but kind of touching, especially since Hounsou has so much warmth as an actor.

Just as Barber Shop had one white barber (Troy Garrity), Beauty Shop has one white beautician (Silverstone, promoted from shampoo). Andie MacDowell plays a customer from Jorge’s shop who makes a crucial trip across town to follow Gina, her favorite hairdresser, and Mena Suvari is another customer from the old shop, not so nice. Some of the other employees, including the outspoken Miss Josephine, came with the old shop; others walk in through the door, including Bryce Wilson as James, an ex-con truck driver who knows so much about braids that Gina hires him on the spot, setting off intense speculation in the shop about his sexuality.

The beauty of the Beauty movies is that they provide a stage for lively characters. Countless plays have been set in bars for the same reason. The format almost works like a variety show, allowing each character to get a solo, as when Woodard’s Miss Josephine takes the floor for a passionate recital of Maya Angelou’s “Still I Rise.”

Presiding like a den mother and emcee, Queen Latifah exudes a quiet confidence that sort of hugs the movie, making it feel warmer than the Barber Shop films. Beauty Shop doesn’t shout at us, not even when catastrophe strikes; it’s more about choosing a goal, being confident you can get there, and having some fun along the way.
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AnnaSophia Robb (Opal), Jeff Daniels (Preacher), Cicely Tyson (Gloria Dump), Dave Matthews (Otis), Eva Marie Saint (Miss Franny). Directed by Wayne Wang and produced by Trevor Albert and Joan Singleton. Screenplay by Singleton, based on the novel by Kate DiCamillo.



Because of Winn-Dixie tells the story of a lonely girl with a distant father, who is adopted by a dog. The dog changes her life, helps her make friends, and gives her someone to confide in for the first time. All without doubt sweet and warmhearted, but there is another film with a similar story that is boundlessly better, and that is My Dog Skip (2000). Also with the lonely kid. Also with the dog who makes friends. Also with the dad who thinks the dog should go back to the pound.

The difference between the two films is that My Dog Skip is made with a complexity that appeals to adults as much as children, while Because of Winn-Dixie seems pretty firmly aimed at middle school and below. Its portrait of the adult world comes from storybooks, not life, and its small town is populated entirely by (1) eccentric characters, and (2) anonymous people seen from a distance.

The little girl is named Opal (AnnaSophia Robb). She is ten and lives in a house trailer supplied rent-free to her dad, who preaches in a church that uses the corner convenience store. When Opal was three, her mother ran away from the family for reasons unknown. Preacher (apparently his only name) has been depressed ever since, and spends long hours gazing out the window and “working on a sermon.”

He sends Opal to the Winn-Dixie supermarket, and while she’s there a dog runs up and down the aisles and is chased by countless clerks, who skid into piles of cans and knock over pyramids of boxes; destruction during a supermarket chase is the indoor shopping equivalent of the Fruit Cart Scene. Opal rescues the dog, claims it is hers, and names it Winn-Dixie.

Although both her dad and Mr. Alfred, the mean old man who runs the trailer park, want the dog to go to the pound, Opal stubbornly bonds with Winn-Dixie, and together they meet (1) Otis, played by Dave Matthews, who is the temporary clerk at the local pet store; (2) Gloria Dump, played by Cicely Tyson, who is blind and very wise; (3) Miss Franny played by Eva Marie Saint, who is a fading southern belle with genteel airs; and (4) various local kids.

Otis takes out his guitar and sings her his story one day, in a nice scene. But is he really the clerk in the pet shop? What happened to the owner? And why, for that matter, does this pet shop stock ducks, chickens, pigs, and pigeons in addition to cats and dogs and hamsters? Is this a pet store, or an ark? Another local business, now defunct, once made Luttmuss Lozenges; when you put one in your mouth, you think it tastes like emotions. No surprise to me; I’ve always thought M&M’s tasted like uncertainty, Peppermint Patties like sarcasm, and Tootsie Rolls like sweet revenge.

Although the movie has heartfelt conversations about the absence of Opal’s mother, and scenes in which dog ownership is viewed as a great philosophical consolation, the picture mainly meanders until a big party scene at Miss Gloria’s, to which all of the characters are invited—even Preacher, who, true to the ancient tradition of movie fathers, arrives late but then recognizes that his daughter has done a good thing.

It is one of those parties you see only in the movies, where the people may be poor, but they have an unlimited budget for candles. Hundreds of them. Thousands, maybe, all over the yard outside Miss Gloria’s house. Covered dishes are uncovered, and meanwhile the stage has been set for drama.

“We have to be sure Winn-Dixie doesn’t get out during a thunderstorm,” Opal says. “He might run away.” This makes it absolutely certain there will be a thunderstorm, right in the middle of the party, and that Winn-Dixie will run away, and have to be searched for all over town, with Opal’s little voice piping, “Winn-Dixie! Winn-Dixie!” until … well, until the thunderstorm clears as quickly as it sprang up, and the party resumes, and so on.

Because of Winn-Dixie doesn’t have a mean bone in its body, but it’s dead in the water. It was directed by Wayne Wang, who usually (how can I put this?) makes films for grownups (The Joy Luck Club, Smoke, The Center of the World, Maid in Manhattan). Why did he choose this project? Why did he feel it had to be made? Did he screen My Dog Skip and realize he’d been dealt a weak hand? I don’t know, and maybe I don’t want to know.
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Anne Hathaway (Jane Austen), James McAvoy (Tom Lefroy), Julie Walters (Mrs. Austen), James Cromwell (Rev. Austen), Maggie Smith (Lady Gresham), Laurence Fox (Mr. Wisley). Directed by Julian Jarrold and produced by Graham Broadbent, Robert Bernstein, and Douglas Rae. Screenplay by Kevin Hood and Sarah Williams.



Jane Austen wrote six of the most beloved novels in the English language, we are informed at the end of Becoming Jane, and so she did. The key word is “beloved.” Her admirers do not analyze her books so much as they just plain love them to pieces. When I was very sick last year, there was a time when I lost all interest in reading. When I began to feel a little better, perhaps strong enough to pick up a book, it was Austen’s Persuasion. Who else? And I entered again the world of that firm, fine intelligence, finding the humors and ironies of human existence in quiet domestic circles two centuries ago.

Becoming Jane is a movie every Janeite will want to see, although many will not approve of it. The Jane Austen in the film owes a great deal more to modern romantic fancies than to what we know about the real Jane Austen, and if Austen had been as robust and tall in those days (circa 1795) as Anne Hathaway, the five-foot, eight-inch actress who plays her, she would have been considered an Amazon. Studying the only portrait drawn during her life, by her sister Cassandra, I think she looked more like Winona Ryder. But no matter. Patton was no George C. Scott.

My quarrel involves what this film thinks Jane is “becoming”: a woman or a novelist? The action centers on a passionate romance between Jane at about twenty and a handsome, penniless young lawyer named Tom Lefroy (James McAvoy). What intimacies or decisions they arrive at, I will leave for you to discover, but surely few of Jane’s contemporaries would have allowed themselves to be so bold. Jane, in any event, discovers love. And in the movie’s sly construction, she also discovers a great deal of the plot of Pride and Prejudice, beginning with Mr. Lefroy as the original for Mr. Darcy. She even happily chances on what will become the novel’s opening words: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.”

Austen is already an author as the movie opens, although she will not for many years be a published one. We see her sitting at a beautiful desk in a beautiful chair, writing with a beautiful quill pen in a stylish script, and gazing out at a beautiful pastoral view, like an illustration for a Regency edition of the Levenger catalog.

Reader, it was not so. In her famous A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf writes: “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.” But Austen, a rector’s daughter, had neither. Woolf writes: “The middle-class family in the early 19th century was possessed only of a single sitting room between them. If a woman wrote, she would have to write in the common sitting room.… Jane Austen wrote like that to the end of her days. ‘How she was able to effect all this,’ her nephew writes in his memoir, ‘is surprising, for she had no separate study to repair to, and most of the work must have been done in the general sitting room, subject to all kinds of casual interruptions.’”

But in the movie, as always in the movies, writing flows easily and life is hard, when in reality life is hard and writing is harder. Jane learns this in one of the movie’s best scenes, when she calls on Ann Radcliffe, one of the few women novelists then existing, who created the gothic novel.

The romance with Tom Lefroy is based on speculation in a recent biography by Jon Spence, but I suspect it has been much improved here. In her surviving letters to Cassandra, to whom she told everything, Jane mentions Mr. Lefroy the first time on January 9, 1796, and the last time on January 16 of the same year. Love could hardly have flowered so fast in those days, especially since rectors’ daughters had to walk everywhere.

So followers of Austen will know they are watching a fiction. How good is it? Pretty good, in the same way that the movies based on Austen’s books are good; in the movie version of Britain in those years, Laura Ashley seems to have dashed in to dress everyone, while Martha Stewart was in the kitchen. Hathaway is a stunning beauty, with big eyes and a dazzling smile, and James McAvoy as Mr. Lefroy seems to have modeled his dashing personality on Tom Jones, the hero of a scandalous novel he gives Jane, who much enjoys it.

Her parents are played by Julie Walters and James Cromwell, who have the good sense to stay under the blankets while indulging in hanky-panky that must not have been common in the vicarages of the day. And Maggie Smith plays the dowager Lady Gresham, one of those minor titled figures who believe they’ve been charged by heaven to pass judgment on everyone in the neighborhood, especially anyone who is young and has a breath of feeling.

Mr. Lefroy’s problem is that he depends on an allowance from his uncle, who will cut him off cold should he marry a country girl. Austen has another suitor named Mr. Wisley (Laurence Fox), who has money but no charm or beauty. Austen feels keenly that she must help support her family but believes optimistically she can do so from her writings, still for the most part unwritten. Lefroy is desperate not to lose his allowance. Yet they are so much in love. But can they live in a dirt-floored cottage, with Jane plunging her fair skin into laundry water?

The way all of this plays out is acted warmly by the principals, and Eigil Bryld’s photography (of Ireland) makes England look breathtakingly green and inviting. The director, Julian Jarrold (Kinky Boots and the TV version of White Teeth) is comfortable with the material, and it is comfortable with him. Maybe too comfortable. The coast is clear for the sequel, What Jane Became.
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John Travolta (Chili Palmer), Uma Thurman (Edie Athens), Vince Vaughn (Raji), Cedric the Entertainer (Sin LaSalle), Andre 3000 (Dabu), Steven Tyler (Himself), Christina Milian (Linda Moon), Harvey Keitel (Nicki Carr), Danny DeVito (Martin Weir), The Rock (Elliot Wilhelm). Directed by F. Gary Gray and produced by Danny DeVito, David Nicksay, Michael Shamberg, and Stacey Sher. Screenplay by Peter Steinfeld, based on the novel by Elmore Leonard.



John Travolta became a movie star by playing a Brooklyn kid who wins a dance contest in Saturday Night Fever (1977). He revived his career by dancing with Uma Thurman in Pulp Fiction (1994). In Be Cool, Uma Thurman asks if he dances. “I’m from Brooklyn,” he says, and then they dance. So we get it: “Brooklyn” connects with Fever, Thurman connects with Pulp. That’s the easy part. The hard part is, what do we do with it?

Be Cool is a movie that knows it is a movie. It knows it is a sequel, and contains disparaging references to sequels. All very cute at the screenplay stage, where everybody can sit around at story conferences and assume that a scene will work because the scene it refers to worked. But that’s the case only when the new scene is also good as itself, apart from what it refers to.

Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction knew that Travolta won the disco contest in Saturday Night Fever. But Tarantino’s scene didn’t depend on that; it built from it. Travolta was graceful beyond compare in Fever, but in Pulp Fiction he’s dancing with a gangster’s girlfriend on orders from the gangster, and part of the point of the scene is that both Travolta and Thurman look like they’re dancing not out of joy, but out of duty. So we remember Fever and then we forget it, because the new scene is working on its own.

Now look at the dance scene in Be Cool. Travolta and Thurman dance in a perfectly competent way that is neither good nor bad. Emotionally they are neither happy nor sad. The scene is not necessary to the story. The filmmakers have put them on the dance floor without a safety net. And so we watch them dancing and we think, yeah, Saturday Night Fever and Pulp Fiction, and when that thought has been exhausted, they’re still dancing.

The whole movie has the same problem. It is a sequel to Get Shorty (1995), which was based on a novel by Elmore Leonard just as this is based on a sequel to that novel. Travolta once again plays Chili Palmer, onetime Miami loan shark, who in the first novel traveled to Los Angeles to collect a debt from a movie producer, and ended up pitching him on a movie based on the story of why he was in the producer’s living room in the middle of the night threatening his life.

This time Chili has moved into the music business, which is less convincing because, while Chili was plausibly a fan of the producer’s sleazy movies, he cannot be expected, ten years down the road, to know or care much about music. Funnier if he had advanced to the front ranks of movie producers and was making a movie with A-list stars when his past catches up with him.

Instead, he tries to take over the contract of a singer named Linda Moon (Christina Milian), whose agent (Vince Vaughn) acts as if he is black. He is not black, and that’s the joke, I guess. But where do you go with it? Maybe by sinking him so deeply into dialect that he cannot make himself understood, and has to write notes. Chili also ventures into the hip-hop culture; he runs up against a Suge Knight type named Sin LaSalle (Cedric the Entertainer), who has a bodyguard named Elliot Wilhelm, played by The Rock.

I pause here long enough to note that Elliot Wilhelm is the name of a friend of mine who runs the Detroit Film Theater, and that Elmore Leonard undoubtedly knows this because he also lives in Detroit. It’s the kind of in-joke that doesn’t hurt a movie unless you happen to know Elliot Wilhelm, in which case you can think of nothing else every second The Rock is on the screen.

The deal with The Rock’s character is that he is manifestly gay, although he doesn’t seem to realize it. He makes dire threats against Chili Palmer, who disarms him with flattery, telling him in the middle of a confrontation that he has all the right elements to be a movie star. Just as the sleazy producer in Get Shorty saved his own life by listening to Chili’s pitch, now Chili saves his life by pitching The Rock.

There are other casting decisions that are intended to be hilarious. Sin LaSalle has a chief of staff played by Andre 3000, who is a famous music type, although I did not know that and neither, in my opinion, would Chili. There is also a gag involving Steven Tyler turning up as himself.

Be Cool becomes a classic species of bore: a self-referential movie with no self to refer to. One character after another, one scene after another, one cute line of dialogue after another, refers to another movie, a similar character, a contrasting image, or whatever. The movie is like a bureaucrat who keeps sending you to another office.

It doesn’t take the in-joke satire to an additional level that might skew it funny. To have The Rock play a gay narcissist is not funny because all we can think about is that The Rock is not a gay narcissist. But if they had cast someone who was also not The Rock, but someone removed from The Rock at right angles, like Steve Buscemi or John Malkovich, then that might have worked, and The Rock could have played another character at right angles to himself—for example, the character played here by Harvey Keitel as your basic Harvey Keitel character. Think what The Rock could do with a Harvey Keitel character.

In other words: (1) Come up with an actual story, and (2) if you must have satire and self-reference, rotate it 90 degrees off the horizontal instead of making it ground-level. Also (3) go easy on the material that requires a familiarity with the earlier movie, as in the scenes with Danny DeVito, who can be the funniest man in a movie, but not when it has to be a movie other than the one he is appearing in.
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With the voices of: Jerry Seinfeld (Barry B. Benson), Renee Zellweger (Vanessa), Matthew Broderick (Adam Flayman), Chris Rock (Mooseblood), John Goodman (Layton T. Montgomery), Patrick Warburton (Ken), Kathy Bates (Janet Benson), Barry Levinson (Martin Benson), Oprah Winfrey (Judge Bumbleton), Ray Liotta (himself), Sting (himself). Directed by Steve Hickner and Simon J. Smith and produced by Jerry Seinfeld and Christina Steinberg. Screenplay by Seinfeld, Spike Feresten, Andy Robin, and Barry Marder.




From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.

—Karl Marx




Applied with strict rigor, that’s how bee society works in Jerry Seinfeld’s Bee Movie, and apparently in real life. Doesn’t seem like much fun. You are born, grow a little, attend school for three days, and then go to work for the rest of your life. “Are you going to work us to death?” a young bee asks during a briefing. “We certainly hope so!” says the smiling lecturer to appreciative chuckles all around.

One bee, however, is not so thrilled with the system. His name is Barry B. Benson, and he is voiced by Seinfeld as a rebel who wants to experience the world before settling down to a lifetime job as, for example, a crud remover. He sneaks into a formation of ace pollinators, flies out of the hive, has a dizzying flight through Central Park, and ends up (never mind how) making a friend of a human named Vanessa (voice by Renee Zellweger). Then their relationship blossoms into something more, although not very much more, given the physical differences. Compared to them, a Chihuahua and a Great Dane would have it easy.

This friendship is against all the rules. Bees are forbidden to speak to humans. And humans tend to swat bees (there’s a good laugh when Barry explains how a friend was offed by a rolled-up copy of French Vogue). What Barry mostly discovers from human society is gasp! that humans rob the bees of all their honey and eat it. He and his best pal, Adam (Matthew Broderick), even visit a bee farm, which looks like forced labor of the worst sort. Their instant analysis of the human-bee economic relationship is pure Marxism, if only they knew it.

Barry and Adam end up bringing a lawsuit against the human race for its exploitation of all bees everywhere, and this court case (with a judge voiced by Oprah Winfrey) is enlivened by the rotund, syrupy-voiced Layton T. Montgomery (John Goodman), attorney for the human race, who talks like a cross between Fred Thompson and Foghorn Leghorn. If the bees win their case, Montgomery jokes, he’d have to negotiate with silkworms for the stuff that holds up his britches.

All of this material, written by Seinfeld and writers associated with his TV show, tries hard, but never really takes off. We learn at the outset of the movie that bees theoretically cannot fly. Unfortunately, in the movie, that applies only to the screenplay. It is really, really, really hard to care much about a platonic romantic relationship between Renee Zellweger and a bee, although if anyone could pull if off, she could. Barry and Adam come across as earnest, articulate young bees who pursue logic into the realm of the bizarre, as sometimes happened on Seinfeld. Most of the humor is verbal and tends toward the gently ironic rather than the hilarious. Chris Rock scores best, as a mosquito named Mooseblood, but his biggest laugh comes from a recycled lawyer joke.

In the tradition of many recent animated films, several famous people turn up playing themselves, including Sting (how did he earn that name?) and Ray Liotta, who is called as a witness because his brand of Ray Liotta Honey profiteers from the labors of bees. Liotta’s character and voice work are actually kind of inspired, leaving me to regret the absence of B. B. King, Burt’s Bees, Johnny B. Goode, and the evil Canadian bee slavemaster Norman Jewison, who—oh, I forgot, he exploits maple trees. [image: ]
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Richard Gere (Saul Naumann), Juliette Binoche (Miriam Naumann), Flora Cross (Eliza Naumann), Max Minghella (Aaron Naumann), Kate Bosworth (Chali), Justin Alioto (Kevin). Directed by Scott McGehee and David Siegel and produced by Albert Berger and Ron Yerxa. Screenplay by Naomi Foner Gyllenhaal, based on the novel by Myla Goldberg.



Bee Season involves one of those crazy families that cluster around universities: an intellectual husband who is clueless about human emotions, a wife who married him because she was afraid to be loved and he didn’t know how to, a son who rebels by being more like his father than his father is, and a daughter who retreats into secret survival strategies. There are many movies about families sharing problems; in this one the members are isolated by them. They meet mostly at meals, which the father cooks and serves with a frightening intensity.

Like many families without centers, this one finds obsessions to focus on. Saul Naumann (Richard Gere) is a professor at Berkeley, specializing in Jewish theology and the Kabbalah. His wife, Miriam (Juliette Binoche), emotionally wounded by the early loss of her own parents, slips into the homes of strangers to steal small glittering things. Their teenage son, Aaron (Max Minghella), watches his father intimidate students with icy theological superiority and does the one thing best calculated to enrage him; he joins the Hare Krishnas. Their daughter, Eliza (Flora Cross), who is about twelve, seems to be trying to pass as unobserved and ordinary, but her inner life has a fierce complexity.

The father teaches Judaism and follows its forms, but his spiritual life is academic, not mystical. What no one in the family perceives is that Eliza is a genuine mystic, for whom the Kabbalah is not a theory but a reality. One of the things that Kabbalah believes is that words not only reflect reality but in a sense create it. God and the name of God are in this way the same thing.

How could this association enter into the life of a twelve-year-old in a practical way? Eliza finds out when she enters a spelling bee. Because she exists in the same world with words, because words create her world, she doesn’t need to “know” how to spell a word. It needs merely to be evoked, and it materializes in a kind of vision: “I see the words.” Although this gift gets her into the national finals, Bee Season is not a movie about spelling bees. It is a movie about a spiritual choice that calls everyone’s bluff; it involves the sort of refusal and rebellion seen in that half-forgotten masterpiece The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Runner (1962).

Eliza is at the center of the film, and Cross carries its weight in a performance of quiet, compelling wisdom; the foreground character in the early scenes is Saul, the father. The members of his family swim in and out of focus. He is proud that Miriam is a scientist, in the sense that “my wife is a scientist,” but does he know what enormous secrets she keeps from him? He is proud that his son is a gifted musician, and joins him in violin and cello duets. But Eliza is essentially invisible to Saul, because she has no particular accomplishments. Only when she wins a spelling bee does he start to focus on her, “helping” her train, pushing her to the next level, sitting proudly in the audience. He is proud not so much of her as of himself, for fathering such a prodigy.

The performance by Cross is haunting in its seriousness. She doesn’t act out; she acts in. She suggests that Eliza has grown up in this family as a wise, often-overlooked observer, who keeps her own counsel and has her own values, the most important being her autonomy. In her father’s manic kitchen behavior as he prepares and serves unwanted meals, she sees people-pleasing that exists apart from people who are pleased. In her fellow contestants in the spelling bees, she sees the same thing: Young people who are devoting their lives to mastering useless information for the glory of themselves and their parents. Yes, it is necessary to be able to spell in an ordinary sort of way, but to be able to spell every word is to aim for perfection, and perfection will drive you crazy, because our software isn’t designed for it.

The movie, directed by Scott McGehee and David Siegel, is based on a novel by Myla Goldberg, unread by me. They made Suture (1993), a film about “identical” brothers played by actors of different races; you can deal with this apparent inconsistency by saying it doesn’t matter—but in that case, why doesn’t it? And their powerful Deep End (2001) starred Tilda Swinton as a mother scarcely less secretive than the Binoche character here.

Neither prepares us for Bee Season, which represents Eliza’s decision to insist on herself as a being apart from the requirements of theology and authority, a person who insists on exercising her free will. This is a stick in the eye of her father. When people say they are “doing God’s will,” I am struck by the egotism of such a statement. What Eliza is doing at the end of Bee Season is Eliza’s will. Does that make her God? No. It makes her Eliza.
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Philip Seymour Hoffman (Andy), Ethan Hawke (Hank), Albert Finney (Charles), Marisa Tomei (Gina), Rosemary Harris (Nanette), Bryan F. O’Byrne (Bobby), Amy Ryan (Martha). Directed by Sidney Lumet and produced by Michael Cerenzie, Brian Linse, Paul Parmar, and William S. Gilmore. Screenplay by Kelly Masterson.



Sidney Lumet’s Before the Devil Knows You’re Dead is such a superb crime melodrama that I almost want to leave it at that. To just stop writing right now and advise you to go out and see it as soon as you can. I so much want to avoid revealing plot points that I don’t even want to risk my usual strategy of oblique hints. You deserve to walk into this one cold.

Yet that would prevent my praise, and there is so much to praise about this film. Let me try to word this carefully. The movie stars Philip Seymour Hoffman and Ethan Hawke as brothers—yes, brothers, because although they may not look related, they always feel as if they share a long and fraught history. Hoffman plays Andy, a payroll executive who dresses well and always has every hair slicked into place, but has a bad drug habit and an urgent need to raise some cash. Hawke plays Hank, much lower on the financial totem pole, with his own reasons for needing money; he can’t face his little girl and admit he can’t afford to pay for her class outing to attend The Lion King. Hank looks more like the addict, but you never can tell.

Andy suggests they solve their problems by robbing a jewelry store. And not just any jewelry store, but find out for yourself. He has it all mapped out as a victimless crime: They won’t use guns, they’ll hit early Saturday when the shopping mall doesn’t have customers, the store’s losses will be covered by insurance, and so on. Sounds good on paper, before everything goes wrong. And that’s when the movie becomes intense and emotionally devastating.

These two brothers are capable of feeling emotions rare in modern crime films: grief and remorse. They cave in with regret. And they still need money; Andy learns that when you are heartbroken it is bad enough, but even worse when your legs maybe broken, too. Meanwhile, their dozy father (Albert Finney) starts looking into the case himself, and that leads to a conversation with one son that Eugene O’Neill couldn’t have written any better.

The movie fully establishes the families involved. Finney has been married forever to Rosemary Harris and still loves her to pieces. Hoffman is married to Marisa Tomei, who just keeps on getting sexier as she grows older so very slowly. Hawke is divorced from Amy Ryan, who would happily see him in jail for nonpayment of child support. And although the film opens with Hoffman and Tomei ecstatically making love in Rio (say what you will about the big guy, Hoffman looks to be an energetic and capable lover), their marriage is far from perfect.

The Japanese name some of their artists as Living Treasures. Sidney Lumet is one of ours. He has made more great pictures than most directors have made pictures, and found time to make some clunkers on the side. Here he takes a story that is, after all, pretty straightforward, and tells it in an ingenious style we might call “narrative interruptus.” The brilliant debut screenplay by Kelly Masterson takes us up to a certain point, then flashes back to before that point, then catches us up again, then doubles back, so that it meticulously reconstructs how spectacularly and inevitably this perfect crime went wrong.

And it doesn’t simply go wrong, it goes wrong with an aftermath we care about. This isn’t a movie where the crime is only a plot, and dead bodies are only plot devices. Its story has deeply emotional consequences. That’s why an actor with Albert Finney’s depth is needed for an apparently supporting role. If he isn’t there when he’s needed, the whole film loses. As for Hoffman and Hawke, so seemingly different but such intelligent actors, they pull off that miracle that makes us stop thinking of anything we know about them and start thinking only of Andy and Hank. This is a movie, I promise you, that grabs you and won’t let you think of anything else. It’s wonderful when a director like Lumet wins a Lifetime Achievement Oscar at eighty and three years later makes one of his greatest achievements. [image: ]
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PG-13, 98 m., 2008


Linus Roache (Henry Moores), Rahul Bose (T.K. Neelan), Nandita Das (Sajani), Jennifer Ehle (Laura Moores), John Standing (Charles Humphries), Leo Benedict (Peter Moores). Directed by Santosh Sivan and produced by Doug Mankoff, Andrew Spaulding, Paul Hardart, Tom Hardart, and Mark Burton. Screenplay by Cathy Rabin, based on the film Red Roofs by Danny Verete.



Before the Rains tells the kind of story that would feel right at home in a silent film, and I suppose I mean that as a compliment. It’s a melodrama about adultery, set against the backdrop of southern India in 1937. There’s something a little creaky about the production, especially in its frequent use of large crowds of torch-bearing men, who can be summoned in an instant at any hour of day or night to blaze a trail, search for a missing woman, or group in front of the house of a possibly guilty man.

The movie comes from the Merchant-Ivory group, long associated with films made in English and filmed in India. It’s directed by Santosh Sivan, originally a cinematographer, whose masterpiece The Terrorist (1999) involved a young woman committed to being a suicide bomber. That’s the most thoughtful and empathetic film I’ve seen about the mind of a person who arrives at such a decision. It involves an assassination attempt; this one is set against the tide of Indian nationalism.

But it’s not really a political film. It’s driven by lust, guilt, and shame of a melodramatic sort that was right at home in the silent era. That doesn’t mean it’s old-fashioned, but that it’s broadly melodramatic. It centers on the lives of a British landowner in India, his Indian right-hand man, and his affair with his beautiful young servant woman. Both the man and the woman are married, so there are problems in addition to the taboo against mixing the races and classes.

The man is Henry Moores (Linus Roache), who lives in a big, comfortable house with his wife, Laura (Jennifer Ehle), and young son, Peter (Leo Benedict). Next door lives his assistant, T.K. (Rahul Bose), who has abandoned his roots in the nearby village and cast his lot with the Brits. They run a tea plantation and discover cinnamon higher in the hills. That involves the construction of a road up a steep hillside that must zigzag its way to the top to avoid being washed away in the monsoons.

Laura and Peter are away at the beginning of the film, and Henry and his servant Sajani (Nandita Das) seek honey for their tea in a “sacred grove.” They’re seen by two talkative young boys and that leads, as it must, to tragedy. Laura and Benjamin return. Sajani is beaten by her husband, who has learned of her secret tryst (but not the identity of her partner). And that sets into motion a series of events involving whom she can trust, whom she can believe, and where she can turn.

This paragraph is a spoiler. Henry gives T.K. all the money he has on hand and asks him to send Sajani “away.” T.K. reports, “I put her in a boat—for the North.” But India is a big country, and the North is a distant destination for a woman in a small boat with one oarsman. Sajani, covered in blood, returns in the middle of the night to T.K.’s house, where Henry meets her. He’s desperate. The village has reported her “missing,” his wife is having suspicions, and when Sajani asks him, “Do you really love me?” he replies, “No.” I think he says that for her own good. But she takes a handy pistol and kills herself.

It’s in the details that a film reveals its origins. How does that pistol come into her hands? Henry gave it to T.K. in an early scene, and at the midnight meeting T.K. takes it out for no good reason and doesn’t even seem to notice as he drops it where her hand can find it. All of this is explained in close-ups. Silent films knew just how to handle such prop deliveries.

Before the Rains is lushly photographed, as we would expect, by Sivan himself. It’s told sincerely and with energy. It enjoys its period settings and costumes, and even its conventions. In a movie with plenty of room for it, there isn’t a trace of cynicism. I am growing weary (temporarily, I think) of films that are cynical about themselves. Having seen several films recently whose characters have as many realities as shape-shifters, I found it refreshing to see a one-level story told with passion and romanticism.

But I can’t quite recommend it. In a plot depending on concealment and secrecy, Henry and T.K. make all the wrong decisions, including a cover-up that almost seems designed to fail. And I didn’t even mention the banker who pulls the plug on the financing of the road. That’s part of the silent tradition, too: bankers who pull plugs.
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PG-13, 101 m., 2008


Jack Black (Jerry), Mos Def (Mike), Danny Glover (Mr. Fletcher), Mia Farrow (Miss Falewicz), Melonie Diaz (Alma). Directed by Michel Gondry and produced by Georges Bermann and Julie Fong. Screenplay by Gondry.




whimsy (n.): Playfully quaint or fanciful behavior or humor.



Michel Gondry’s Be Kind Rewind is whimsy with a capital W. No, it’s WHIMSY in all caps. Make that all-caps italic boldface. Oh, never mind. I’m getting too whimsical. Maybe Gondry does, too. You’ll have to decide for yourself. This is a movie that takes place in no possible world, which may be a shame, if not for the movie, then for possible worlds.

The place: Passaic, New Jersey. On a street corner stands a shop so shabby that only an art director could have designed it. This is Be Kind Rewind, a store that rents a skimpy selection of VHS tapes. Not a DVD in sight. It’s owned by Mr. Fletcher (Danny Glover), who has convinced himself the store was the birthplace of Fats Waller (identified only as “some old-time jazz musician” on one Web site, which has plainly never heard of him). Behind in his rent, Mr. Fletcher faces eviction, and the store will be pulled down, no doubt to make way for Starbucks or Dunkin’ Donuts.

Mr. Fletcher’s faithful, long-suffering clerk is Mike (Mos Def), who is entrusted with the store while the owner goes undercover, hoping to scope out the success of the big competitor down the street, West Coast Video. Maybe it’s because they rent DVDs? To be in the video rental business and not have heard of DVDs does not speak well for Mr. Fletcher’s knowledge of the market, but then we suspect that when we see his store. I was once in a dirt-floored “store and bar” in a poor rural district of Ireland that had a stock of one (1) bottle of Guinness. Same idea.

One of the store’s most loyal visitors and nuisances is Jerry (Jack Black), who works nearby in a garage. Paranoid about a power plant next door, he breaks in to sabotage it and is zapped with so much electricity he looks like a lightning strike during one of Victor Frankenstein’s experiments. This does not turn him into a cinder, only magnetizes him, after which he visits the store and inadvertently erases all the tapes.

Crisis. What to do before Mr. Fletcher comes back? The tapes can’t be replaced, because Mike and Jerry don’t have the money and besides, how easy is it to get VHS tapes except on eBay? I take that back. Amazon lists six VHS tapes of Ghostbusters, one of the erased movies, for one (1) cent each. At that rate, you could build up a decent VHS library for a dollar. Anyway, the lads have a masterstroke: They will reenact the movies and rent them to unsuspecting customers like Miss Falewicz (Mia Farrow), who won’t know the difference anyway. Costarring as their female leads in these movies is the fetching Alma (Melonie Diaz), who has the sexiest smile since Rosario Dawson.

The reenactments are not very skillful, to put it mildly, but they have the advantage, as Mike argues, of not taking up all your time because they’re as short as twenty minutes. They explain that they import their versions from Sweden, which is why they call them sweded. You can see the works of Mike and Jerry on the Web, by the way, which might be about two-thirds as good as seeing the whole movie. One of the perhaps inevitable consequences of reenacting movies is that the exercise brings out all the latent manic excess within Jack Black, who when he is trying that hard reminds me of a dog I know named Mick Q. Broderick, who gets so excited when you come over you have to go to the dry cleaners after every visit.

Whether their scheme works, whether the store is saved, whether Hollywood considers their work homage or piracy, I will leave for you to discover. But you haven’t read this far unless you hope to learn whether I would recommend the movie. Not especially. I felt positive and genial while watching it, but I didn’t break out in paroxysms of laughter. It’s the kind of amusing film you can wait to see on DVD. I wonder if it will come out on VHS?
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PG-13, 91 m., 2007


Eduardo Verastegui (Jose), Tammy Blanchard (Nina), Manny Perez (Manny), Ali Landry (Celia), Angelica Aragon (Mother), Jaime Tirelli (Father), Ramon Rodriguez (Eduardo). Directed by Alejandro Monteverde and produced by Eduardo Verastegui, Leo Severino, Monteverde, and Denise Pinckley. Screenplay by Monteverde and Patrick Million.



Bella tells the story of two people who fall in love because of an unborn child. Winner of the Audience Award at Toronto 2006, it is a heart-tugger with the confidence not to tug too hard. It stars an actor named Eduardo Verastegui, whom I would describe as the next Antonio Banderas if I ever wrote clichés like that, which I do not. Tall, handsome, bearded, he plays Jose, the chef of his brother’s Mexican restaurant in New York, until his life changes one day when his brother fires a waitress named Nina (Tammy Blanchard) for being late.

Jose and Nina are not a couple. All the same, he walks out of the kitchen, chases her into the subway, apologizes that his brother humiliated her in front of the staff, and finds out she was late because she is pregnant. Now what kind of a reason is that for being late? If I were in the habit of criticizing other critics, which I am not, I would quote Robert Koehler of Variety, who writes: “Nina, however, could easily have been to work on time, since her delay was due to her buying and using a home pregnancy test—something she rationally would have done after her shift was over.” Uh, huh. And if Mr. Koehler feared he was pregnant, which would he do first? Buy and use a home pregnancy test or review Bella? I don’t trust a review written by some guy who’s wondering if he’s pregnant.

Jose and Nina walk and talk, have lunch, share memories, and go to a restaurant where the owner, a friend of Jose’s, offers to hire them both. Along the way, Jose tries to convince her to have the child. He is motivated by reasons that are fully explained in early premonitions and later flashbacks, which I will not reveal. Perhaps the clincher on his argument is provided by a visit to his mother and father (Angelica Aragon and Jaime Tirelli), whose warmth is a contrast to Nina’s own wretched past.

Counterpoint is provided by Jose’s brother, Manny (Manny Perez), who apparently was not as affected by the sunshine in his childhood home. He’s a martinet and perfectionist, a taskmaster, heartless, and (as it turns out) incompetent to run his own kitchen. His attitude toward Nina’s pregnancy is about as abstract as Robert Koehler’s. Compare them to a man who is bearing a child. Remember Arnold Schwarzenegger in Junior, the movie where he was pregnant and said that merely scooping out the center of a honeydew melon gave him a you know.

I have failed to convey the charm of the movie. Eduardo Verastegui, despite sporting a beard so thick and black it makes him look like a nineteenth-century anarchist, has friendly eyes, a ready smile, and a natural grace in front of the camera that will soon have fans shifting their Banderas pinups to the bottom drawer. And Tammy Blanchard fits comfortably into the role of a woman who wants to do the right thing but feels alone, friendless, and broke. All she needs is someone to trust and she melts.

There is also a lot of cooking in the movie. Jungles of cilantro are chopped. The restaurant’s staff luncheon features quail in a mole sauce. Verastegui looks like he knows what he’s doing in the kitchen. His IMDb profile says he likes cooking, which I believe, although that’s usually the desperation answer by people who can’t think of anything they like. You sense a little of that, indeed, in his profile’s next two sentences: He has a golden retriever; he likes golden retrievers. He stops short of liking to cook golden retrievers.

The movie is not deep and profound, but it’s not stupid. It’s about lovable people having important conversations and is not pro-choice or pro-life but simply in favor of his feelings—and hers, if she felt free to feel them. The movie is a little more lightweight than the usual Audience Award winner at Toronto (this year: Cronenberg’s Eastern Promises), but why not? It was the best-liked film at the 2006 festival, and I can understand that.
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PG-13, 114 m., 2007


Ray Winstone (Beowulf), Anthony Hopkins (King Hrothgar), John Malkovich (Unferth), Robin Wright Penn (Queen Wealthow), Brendan Gleeson (Wiglaf), Crispin Glover (Grendel), Alison Lohman (Ursula), Angelina Jolie (Grendel’s mother). Directed by Robert Zemeckis and produced by Zemeckis, Steve Starkey, and Jack Rapke. Screenplay by Neil Gaiman and Roger Avary.



In the name of the mighty Odin, what this movie needs is an audience that knows how to laugh. Laugh, I tell you, laugh! Has the spirit of irony been lost in the land? By all the gods, if it were not for this blasted infirmity that the Fates have rendered me, you would have heard from me such thunderous roars as to shake the very Navy Pier itself down to its pillars in the clay.

To be sure, when I saw Beowulf in 3-D at the giant-screen IMAX theater, there were eruptions of snickers here and there, but for the most part the audience sat and watched the movie, not cheering, booing, hooting, recoiling, erupting, or doing anything else unmannerly. You expect complete silence and rapt attention when a nude Angelina Jolie emerges from the waters of an underground lagoon. But am I the only one who suspects that the intention of director Robert Zemeckis and writers Neil Gaiman and Roger Avary was satirical?

Truth in criticism: I am not sure Angelina Jolie was nude. Oh, her character was nude, all right, except for the shimmering gold plating that obscured certain crucial areas, but was she Angelina Jolie? Zemeckis, who directed the wonderful Polar Express, has employed a much more realistic version of the same animation technology in Beowulf. We are not looking at flesh-and-blood actors but special effects that look uncannily convincing, even though I am reasonably certain that Angelina Jolie does not have spike-heeled feet. That’s right: feet, not shoes.

The movie uses the English epic poem, circa AD 700, as its starting point and resembles the original in that it uses a lot of the same names. It takes us to the Danish kingdom of King Hrothgar (Anthony Hopkins), where the king and his court have gathered to inaugurate a new mead hall, built for the purpose of drinking gallons of mead. The old hall was destroyed by the monster Grendel, whose wretched life consists of being the ugliest creature on earth and destroying mead halls.

To this court comes the heroic Geatsman named Beowulf (Ray Winstone), who in the manner of a Gilbert and Sullivan hero is forever making boasts about himself. He is the very model of a medieval monster slayer. (A Geatsman comes from an area of today’s Sweden named Gotaland, which translates, Wikipedia helpfully explains, as “land of the Geats.”) When the king offers his comely queen, Wealthow (Robin Wright Penn), as a prize if Beowulf slays Grendel, the hero immediately strips naked, because if Grendel wears no clothes, then he won’t, either. This leads to a great deal of well-timed Austinpowerism, which translates (Wikipedia does not explain) as “putting things in the foreground to keep us from seeing the family jewels.” Grendel arrives on schedule to tear down the mead hall, and there is a mighty battle, which is rendered in gory and gruesome detail, right down to cleaved skulls and severed limbs.

Now when I say, for example, that Sir Anthony plays Hrothgar, or John Malkovich plays Beowulf’s rival Unferth, you are to understand that they supply voices and the physical performances for animated characters who look more or less like they do. (Crispin Glover, however, does not look a thing like Grendel, and if you are familiar with the great British character actor Ray Winstone, you will suspect he doesn’t have six-pack abs.) Variety reports that Paramount has entered Beowulf in the Academy’s best animated film category, which means nothing is really there, realistic as it may occasionally appear. I saw the movie in IMAX 3-D, as I said, and like all 3-D movies, it spends a lot of time throwing things at the audience: spears, blood, arms, legs, bodies, tables, heads, mead, and so forth. The movie is also showing in non-IMAX 3-D, and in the usual 2-D. Not bad for a one-dimensional story.

But I’m not complaining. I’m serious when I say the movie is funny. Some of the dialogue sounds like Monty Python. No, most of the dialogue does. “I didn’t hear him coming,” a wench tells a warrior. “You’ll hear me,” he promises. Grendel is ugly beyond all meaning. His battles are violent beyond all possibility. His mother (Jolie) is like a beauty queen in centerfold heaven. Her own final confrontation with Beowulf beggars description. To say the movie is over the top assumes you can see the top from here.

Now about the PG-13 rating. How can a movie be rated PG-13 when it has female nudity? I’ll tell you how. Because Angelina Jolie is not really there. And because there are no four-letter words. Even Jolie has said she’s surprised by the rating; the British gave it a 12A certificate, which means you can be a year younger and see it over there. But no, Jolie won’t be taking her children, she told the BBC: “It’s remarkable it has the rating it has. It’s quite an extraordinary film, and some of it shocked me.”

Here’s the exact wording from the MPAA’s code people: “Classified PG-13 for intense sequences of violence including disturbing images, some sexual material and nudity.” How does that compare with a PG rating? Here’s the MPAA’s wording on Bee Movie: “Classified PG for mild suggestive humor and a brief depiction of smoking.” I have news for them. If I were thirteen, Angelina Jolie would be plenty nude enough for me in this movie, animated or not. If I were twelve and British, who knows? [image: ]
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Luigi Lo Cascio (Nicola Carati), Alessio Boni (Matteo Carati), Adriana Asti (Adriana Carati), Sonia Bergamasco (Giulia Monfalco), Fabrizio Gifuni (Carlo Tommasi), Maya Sansa (Mirella Utano), Valentina Carnelutti (Francesca Carati), Jasmine Trinca (Giorgia), Andrea Tidona (Angelo Carati), Lidia Vitale (Giovanna Carati). Directed by Marco Tullio Giordana and produced by Angelo Barbagallo. Screenplay by Sandro Petraglia and Stefano Rulli.



Every review of The Best of Youth begins with the information that it is six hours long. No good movie is too long, just as no bad movie is short enough. I dropped outside of time and was carried along by the narrative flow; when the film was over, I had no particular desire to leave the theater, and would happily have stayed another three hours. The two-hour limit on most films makes them essentially short stories. The Best of Youth is a novel.

The film is ambitious. It wants no less than to follow two brothers and the people in their lives from 1963 to 2000, following them from Rome to Norway to Turin to Florence to Palermo and back to Rome again. The lives intersect with the politics and history of Italy during the period: the hippies, the ruinous flood in Florence, the Red Brigades, kidnappings, hard times and layoffs at Fiat, and finally a certain peace for some of the characters, and for their nation.

The brothers are Nicola and Matteo Carati (Luigi Lo Cascio and Alessio Boni). We meet their parents, Angelo (Andrea Tidona) and Adriana (Adriana Asti), their older sister, Giovanna (Lidia Vitale), and their kid sister, Francesca (Valentina Carnelutti). And we meet their friends, their lovers, and others who drift through, including a mental patient whose life seems to follow in parallel.

As the film opens, Nicola has qualified as a doctor and Matteo is still taking literature classes. Matteo, looking for a job, has been hired as a “logotherapist”—literally, a person who takes mental patients for walks. One of the women he walks with is Giorgia (Jasmine Trinca), who is beautiful, deeply wounded by electroshock therapy, and afraid of the world. On the spur of the moment, Matteo decides to spring her from the institution and take her along when he and Nicola take a summer trip to the “end of the world,” the tip of Norway.

Giorgia is found by the police but has the presence of mind to protect the brothers. Nicola continues on his journey and gets a job as a lumberjack, and Matteo returns to Rome and, impulsively, joins the army. They are to meet again in Florence, where catastrophic floods have drowned the city. Nicola is a volunteer, Matteo is a soldier assigned to the emergency effort, and in the middle of the mud and ruins Nicola hears a young woman playing a piano that has been left in the middle of the street.

This is Giulia (Sonia Bergamasco). Their eyes meet and lock, and so do their destinies. They live together without marrying, and have a daughter, Sara. Giulia is drawn into a secret Red Brigade cell. She draws apart from her family. One night she packs to leave the house. He tries to block her way, then lets her go. She disappears into the terrorist underground.

Matteo meanwhile joins the police, takes an assignment in Sicily because no one else wants to go there, and meets a photographer in a café. This is Mirella (Maya Sansa). She wants to be a librarian, and he advises her to work at a beautiful library in Rome. Years later, he walks into the library and sees her for the second time in his life. They become lovers, but there is a great unexplained rage within Matteo, maybe also self-hatred, and he will not allow anyone very close.

Enough about the plot. These people, all of them, will meet again—even Giorgia, who is found by Nicola in the most extraordinary circumstances, and who will cause a meeting that no one in the movie could have anticipated, because neither person involved knows the other exists. Because of the length of the film, the director, Marco Tullio Giordana, has time and space to work with, and we get a tangible sense of the characters growing older, learning about themselves, dealing with hardship. The journey of Giulia, the radical, is the most difficult and in some ways the most touching. The way Nicola finally finds happiness is particularly satisfying because it takes him so long to realize that it is right there before him for the taking.

The film must have deep resonances for Italians, where it was made for national television; because of its politics, sexuality, and grown-up characters, it would be impossible on American networks. It is not easy on Italy. As he is graduating from medical school, Nicola is advised by his professor: “Do you have any ambition? Then leave Italy. Go to London, Paris, America if you can. Italy is a beautiful country. But it is a place to die, run by dinosaurs.” Nicola asks the professor why he stays. “I’m one of the dinosaurs.”

Nicola stays. Another who stays is his brother-in-law, who is marked for kidnapping and assassination but won’t leave, “because then they will have won.” There is a scene where he stands in front of windows late at night and we feel real dread for him. With the politics and the personal drama there is also the sense of a nation that beneath the turbulent surface is deeply supportive of its citizens. Some of that is sensed through the lives of the parents of the Carati family: The father busies himself with optimistic schemes; the mother meets a grandchild who brings joy into her old age.

It is a luxury to be enveloped in a good film, and to know there’s a lot more of it—that it is not moving inexorably toward an ending you can anticipate, but moving indefinitely into a future that is free to be shaped in surprising ways. When you hear that it is six hours long, reflect that it is therefore also six hours deep.
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PG-13, 100 m., 2005


Nicole Kidman (Isabel Bigelow), Will Ferrell (Jack Wyatt), Shirley MacLaine (Iris Smythson), Michael Caine (Nigel Bigelow), Jason Schwartzman (Richie), Kristin Chenoweth (Maria Kelly), Heather Burns (Nina), Steve Carell (Uncle Arthur), Stephen Colbert (Stu Robison). Directed by Nora Ephron and produced by Nora Ephron, Penny Marshall, Douglas Wick, and Lucy Fisher. Screenplay by Nora Ephron and Delia Ephron.



One of the many areas in which I am spectacularly ill-informed is prime-time television. You would be amazed at the numbers of sitcoms I have never seen, not even once. When you see 500 movies a year, you don’t have a lot of leftover yearning for watching television. In the evenings, you involve yourself in more human pursuits. On TV you watch the news, talk shows, or old movies. You don’t watch sports unless your team is in the finals. You can sense I am edging up to the admission that I have never seen a single episode of Bewitched. I knew it existed, however, because of my reading.

That makes me well prepared to review the movie Bewitched, since I have nothing to compare it with and have to take it on its own terms. It is tolerably entertaining. Many of its parts work, although not together. Will Ferrell and Nicole Kidman are funny and likable, but they’re in a plot that doesn’t allow them to aim for the same ending with the same reason. It’s one of those movies where you smile and laugh and are reasonably entertained, but you get no sense of a mighty enterprise sweeping you along with its comedic force. There is not a movie here. Just scenes in search of one.

The joke is this: Will Ferrell plays Jack Wyatt, a movie star whose career has hit bottom. Sales of his last DVD: zero. In desperation he turns to television and finds himself considered for a starring role in a revival of Bewitched. He will play the Darrin role. At least that’s what everyone says. I assume Darrin was a character on the original show. I know (from my reading) that the show’s interest centered on Samantha, who was played by Elizabeth Montgomery. I know from the movie that Samantha had a way of twitching her nose that was very special, and that they can’t find an actress with twitchability until Jack spots Isabel Bigelow (Nicole Kidman) in Book Soup on Sunset.

He insists on using her in the role because (a) he wants a complete unknown, so he’ll get all the attention, (b) the twitch, and (c) already he is falling in love with her. What he doesn’t realize, oh, delicious irony, is that Isabel is in fact a real witch. She has, however, just decided to move to the Valley, get a house with a VW Bug in the garage, live a normal life, and find a guy who loves her for herself and not because she put a hex on him. Her father (Michael Caine) warns her that this dream is not possible, and indeed she has a lot of trouble giving up witchcraft. It’s so tempting to charge your purchases on a Tarot card.

The movie has been directed by Nora Ephron (Sleepless in Seattle, You’ve Got Mail), and written by her with her sister Delia. They have a lot of cute scenes. I like the way they make Jack Wyatt an egotistical monster who wants three trailers, star billing, and cake every Wednesday. He’s hysterically in love with himself. His ego is, of course, no match for Samantha, who can make him act in Spanish if she wants to. Occasionally when things go wrong she rewinds the arrow of time, although even after a rewind, it’s a funny thing: Something magical happens anyway.

The movie has fun with Ferrell on the star trip, and fun with Kidman’s love-hate relationship with magic. It has a lot of good supporting work, including Jason Schwartzman as Jack’s desperate agent, and Shirley MacLaine as Samantha’s mother (her theory on actors: “Sometimes, deep down, there is no deep down”). If you watch The Daily Show you’ll enjoy cameos by Stephen Colbert and Steve Carell. It might have been a good idea to bring in Samantha Bee, too, and have her interview Jack Wyatt (“You’re staring at my boobs!”).

Will Ferrell has become a major star in almost no time at all. One moment he was a Saturday Night Live veteran who had played backup in a lot of movies, and the next moment he had made Old School and Elf and Anchorman and Melinda and Melinda and had The Producers on the way, and he was big-time. One reason for that is, you like the guy. He has a brawny, take-no-prisoners style of comedy that suggests he’s having a lot of fun.

Nicole Kidman, on the other hand, is an actor with more notes in her repertoire (maybe Ferrell could have played a role in The Hours, but that remains to be seen). Here, she is fetching and somehow more relaxed than usual as Samantha, and makes witchcraft seem like a bad habit rather than a cosmic force.

But what are they doing in the same movie? You have two immovable objects or two irresistible forces. Both characters are complete, right off the shelf. There’s no room for them to move. Yes, Jack becomes a nicer guy after he falls in love, and yes, Samantha realizes that magic is sometimes just not fair. But they are separate at the beginning and essentially still self-contained at the end, and the movie never works them both into the same narrative logic. Still, that’s a great moment when Jack shouts: “Guys! Make me 200 cappuccinos! Bring me the best one!”
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PG-13, 106 m., 2008


A documentary directed by Christopher Bell and produced by Alex Buono, Tasmin Rawady, and Jim Czarnecki. Screenplay by Bell, Buono, and Rawady



Midway through watching Chris Bell’s Bigger, Stronger, Faster, I started to think about another film I’d seen recently. The Bell documentary is about the use of steroids in sports and bodybuilding. The other film is Darryl Roberts’s America the Beautiful, about the guilt some women feel because they don’t look like the models in fashion magazines. The steroid users want to be bigger. The weight-obsessed women want to be thinner. The Roberts doc focuses on Gerren Taylor, who at twelve achieved fame as a child who looked like an adult fashion model. A year later, she was dropped by those who cast for runway models, but she tried to make a comeback. At thirteen.

Bell is one of three brothers. They’ve all used steroids, and two still do. Mike (“Mad Dog”) Bell had some success in pro wrestling but never as the star, always as the scripted loser. Wrestling has dropped him, but he’s still in training, even though he’s now “too old,” he’s told. “I was born to attain greatness,” he tells Chris, “and I’m the only one that’s holding myself back.”

The third Bell brother, Mark (“Smelly”) Bell, has promised his wife he will stop taking steroids after he achieves his dream of power-lifting seven hundred pounds. He attains it, but later tells Chris he will use steroids again. Chris tells him, “I’m afraid you’ll lose your job, your wife, and yourself.” Smelly replies, “If I lose my job and my wife, what else do I have but myself?” Both of Chris’s brothers are remarkably frank in talking to him, as are his parents, who are “opposed to steroids” but are red-faced with cheering after Smelly lifts the weights.

Bell uses a clip from the movie Patton, in which the famous general addresses his troops: “Americans love a winner and will not tolerate a loser.” That is the bottom line of Bigger, Stronger, Faster. We say we’re opposed to steroids, but we’re more opposed to losing. Steroids are not nearly as dangerous as amphetamines, he points out, but the United States is the only nation that requires its fighter pilots to use amphetamines. They may be harmful, but they work.

This movie is remarkable in that it seems to be interested only in facts. I was convinced that Bell was interviewing people who knew a lot about steroids, and the weight of scientific, medical, and psychological opinion seems to be that steroids are not particularly dangerous. Is the movie “pro-steroid”? Yes, but it is even more against the win-win mentality. We demand that our athletes bring home victories, and yet to compete on a level playing field, they feel they have to use the juice.

The movie goes against the drumbeat of anti-steroid publicity, news reports, and congressional hearings to say that steroids are not only generally safe but have been around longer and been used more widely than most people know. Bell and his brothers grew up pudgy in a Poughkeepsie family, were mesmerized by early heroes like Hulk Hogan, Rambo, and Conan the Barbarian, got into weight-lifting, and still have muscular physiques. They all used muscles as a powerful boost to their self-esteem.

But think for a second. America the Beautiful quotes this statistic: “Three minutes of looking at a fashion magazine makes 90 percent of women of all ages feel depressed, guilty, and shameful.” I don’t have similar statistics about bodybuilders, but I assume they study the muscle magazines with similar feelings. Those who cannot be too thin or too muscular are attracted to opposite extremes but use the same reasoning: By pursuing an ideal that is almost unattainable and may be dangerous to their health, they believe they will be admired, successful, the object of envy.

Bell interviews some bodybuilders who are over fifty, maybe sixty, and still “in training.” The words “in training” suggest that a competition is approaching, but they’re in training against themselves. Against their body’s desire to pump less iron, eat different foods, process fewer proteins, and, in general, find moderation. Anorexia represents one extreme of this reasoning. At another extreme is Gregg Valentino, who has the world’s largest biceps; they look like sixteen-inch softballs straining against his skin. He makes fun of himself: He walks into a club and no chick is gonna go for that, “but the dudes come over.” There are men who envy him.

What’s sad is that success in both fashion and bodybuilding is so limiting. For every Arnold Schwarzenegger, who used the Mr. Universe crown to catapult himself into movie and political stardom, there are hundreds, thousands who spend their lives “in training.” When a model gets thin enough (few do, especially in their own minds), they must spend their lives staying that thin.

The question vibrating below the surface of both docs is, has America become maddened by the need for victory? When our team is in the World Series, do we seriously give a damn what the home run kings have injected? We are devout in Congress, but heathens in the grandstands. That is one of Bell’s messages, and the other is that steroids have become demonized far beyond their actual danger to society. Which side do you vote on? Chris Bell marks his ballot twice: Steroids are not very harmful, but by using them, we reveal a disturbing value system.
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R, 116 m., 2007


Samuel L. Jackson (Lazarus), Christina Ricci (Rae), Justin Timberlake (Ronnie), S. Epatha Merkerson (Angela), John Cothran Jr. (R.L.). Directed by Craig Brewer and produced by John Singleton and Stephanie Allain. Screenplay by Brewer.



I had never really heard many half snorts before. Snorts, yes, and silence. But what do you make of an audience that has no idea how to react? Black Snake Moan is the most peculiar movie I’ve seen about sex and race and redemption in the Deep South. It may be the most peculiar recent movie ever except for Road House, but then what can you say about Road House? Such movies defy all categories.

The movie—I will try to be concise—stars Samuel L. Jackson as a broken-down blues musician and vegetable market gardener whose wife has just walked out. On the road leading to his property, he finds a battered young white girl, whose injuries hardly seem curable by the cough syrup he barters fresh vegetables for at the drugstore. The girl is Rae (Christina Ricci); it is no coincidence that Jackson’s character is named Lazarus, and Lazarus determines to return her from near death or whooping cough, one or the other. No saint himself, he wants to redeem her from a life of sluttery.

His technique, with a refreshing directness, is to chain her to a radiator. Good thing he lives way out in the wilderness. Lazarus and Rae have no sex per se, but they do a powerful lot of slapping, cursing, and chain rattling, and the reaction of the blue-collar town on Market Day is a study. I think the point is that they somehow redeem each other through these grotesqueries, a method I always urge be used with extreme caution.

The performances are very good: hell-bent for leather and better than the material deserves. There is much hysteria and snot. The writer-director, Craig Brewer, made that other splendid story of prostitution and redemption, Hustle and Flow, with its Oscar-winning song (“It’s Hard Out Here for a Pimp”). In fact, I pretty much enjoyed the whole movie, with some incredulity and a few half snorts.

Both Black Snake Moan and Hustle and Flow are about neglected characters living on the fringe who find a healing in each other. Both movies use a great deal of music to illustrate the souls of their characters.

We sense that the girl has never been treated other than in a beastly manner, and that the man, having lost his wife, is determined not to allow sex to betray his instincts to do good. Yes, I think it is probably against the law to chain a drifter to a radiator, but in a sense these people exist outside the law, society, and common or any kind of sense. Their society consists of the usual locals who seem clueless and remarkably unobservant, leading to remarkable non sequiturs.

There is another woman, the middle-aged pharmacist Angela, played by the sweet S. Epatha Merkerson, to provide Lazarus an alternative to a life of sluts and tramps. But, as for Rae—well, I gather that when compulsive nymphomania passes a certain point, you’re simply lost.

After Rae says good-bye to her boyfriend Ronnie (played by Justin Timberlake), who has enlisted in the service for cloudy reasons, she immediately falls to the ground and starts writhing as if under attack by fire ants. This is her way of conveying uncontrollable orgiastic need. A girl that needy, you’d approach like Miss RoboCop.

I love the way that both Samuel Jackson and Christina Ricci take chances like this, and the way Brewer creates characters of unbelievable forbearance, like Ronnie, who is in a more or less constant state of panic attacks and compulsion. And I like the understated way the rural Tennessee locations are used. You have never seen a movie like this before. Then again, you may not hope to. Some good blues music helps carry the day.

I heard some days after the screening that Jackson considers this his best performance. Well, maybe it is. He disappears into the role, and a good performance requires energy, daring, courage, and intensity, which he supplies in abundance. Few actors could accomplish work at this level with this screenplay. As for Christina Ricci, she was the right actor for this role; she embodies this poor, mixed-up creature and lets you experience both her pain and her hope. Her work defines the boundaries of the thankless.
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NO MPAA RATING, 100 m., 2007


Julie Depardieu (Marie), Stefano Accorsi (Fernando), Nina Kervel (Anna), Benjamin Feuillet (Francois), Martine Chevallier (Grandmother), Olivier Perrier (Grandfather). Directed by Julie Gavras and produced by Sylvie Pialat. Screenplay by Gavras, based on the novel by Domitilla Calamai.



Anna is a privileged and happy child, until one day when her parents radically change their style of living. This does not suit her. Like all children, she is profoundly conservative—not in a political way, but by demanding continuity and predictability in her life. One day she lives in a big house with a lovely garden, and the next she and her little brother are suddenly yanked into a grotty flat filled with bearded, chain-smoking young men.

It is 1970 in Paris, at a time of social change. What has happened is that her middle-class parents have become radicalized. Her Spanish father, Fernando (Stefano Accorsi), sufferers from guilt because his family cooperates with Franco’s fascist regime, but his sister and her husband are communists. After the husband is arrested and destined to who knows what terrors from the police, Fernando and his French wife, Marie (Julie Depardieu), go to Spain, help his sister and niece escape, and come home as left-wing activists. Their idealism causes them to move into more humble working-class quarters and join forces with a group of Chilean exiles working for the election of the reformer Salvador Allende.

Anna (Nina Kervel) understands all of this only dimly. What she knows is that her world is out of order and her parents are acting oddly. She loves going to a Catholic school but is taken out of the religion class. She loves comic books but is informed that Mickey Mouse is a fascist. She doesn’t like opening her bedroom door and seeing strangers at all hours of the day and night. She is very displeased, and young Kervel, who was around nine when the film was made, gives an astonishing performance, showing that in some ways she is more mature than her parents.

She has an instinctive logic that won’t accept all their instructions. Lectured on group solidarity, she decides to practice it one day in school. When the nun asks a question and Anna knows the answer, she nevertheless raises her hand along with all the other students, who are wrong. She knows they are wrong, I think, and this is her way of pointing out a flaw in the solidarity theory. Another day she is more specific, asking innocently how group solidarity differs from the behavior of sheep.

In the scenes in which Anna figures, the film is shot almost exclusively from her eye level. This is particularly effective when her parents take her along on a political demonstration, and what she sees are blue jeans, running shoes, and tear gas. It is foolhardy to take a kid to a potentially violent demonstration and foolish of her parents to think she must be instantly radicalized. But they do love her, and so do her grandparents, and so do the nannies who seem to come and go. (One of them, a Cuban refugee, confides in Anna that the communists are barbarians.)

The movie involves the adult children of two famous filmmakers. Its director, Julie Gavras, is the daughter of the Greek director Costa-Gavras, who made Z, State of Siege, and other pro-revolutionary films. Interesting to speculate that the screenplay, although based on an Italian novel by Domitilla Calamai, may in some respects reflect the director’s own girlhood. And Marie, Anna’s mother, is played by Julie Depardieu, daughter of Gerard. Was Julie’s father also mercurial, zealous, and changeable, but loving? And were the childhood homes of both women filled with wine-drinking strangers night after night?

It is a blessing that Blame It on Fidel doesn’t pull back to answer such questions but focuses resolutely on the world as seen through nine-year-old eyes. Kids don’t care if millions are starving in South America nearly as much as they care that three-course family meals have been replaced by weird-looking casseroles. They don’t care if there is a God or not nearly as much as they like the nun who teaches divinity class. They’re not thrilled that their parents are away in Spain or Chile fighting evil; they want them at home every night. And no matter what Anna is told, she knows these things are true and will not be swayed.

The film contains a surprising amount of understated humor. It is not a grim portrayal of a harsh upbringing, but an affectionate portrait of parents who will be able to change the world before they will be able to change their daughter. Anna and her parents continue to love one another above all, and so this is not an angry film but a wry and observant one. It could have been worse for Anna; consider Sidney Lumet’s Running on Empty (1988), about the family of radical underground members in hiding. Anna’s parents haven’t bombed anyone, although they do circulate a lot of petitions.
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R, 85 m., 2005


A documentary directed and produced by Zana Briski and Ross Kauffman.



In a movie named The Five Obstructions, the Danish director Lars von Trier creates an ordeal for his mentor, Jorgen Leth. The older director will have to remake a short film in five different ways, involving five obstructions that von Trier will devise. One of the five involves making a film in “the most miserable place on Earth,” which they decide is the red-light district of Mumbai. The director is unable to deal with this assignment.

Now here is a documentary made in a place that is by definition as miserable: the red-light district of Calcutta. I thought of the Danish film as I was watching this one, because the makers of Born into Brothels: Calcutta’s Red Light Kids also find it almost impossible to make. They are shooting in an area where no one wants to be photographed, where lives are hidden behind doors or curtains, where with their western features and cameras they are as obvious as the police, and indeed suspected of working for them.

Zana Briski, an American photographer, and Ross Kauffman, her collaborator, went to Calcutta to film prostitution and found that it melted out of sight as they appeared. It was all around them, it put them in danger, but it was invisible to their camera. What they did see were the children, because the kids of the district followed the visitors, fascinated. Briski hit upon the idea of giving cameras to these children of prostitutes and asking them to take photos of the world in which they lived.

It is a productive idea and has a precedent of sorts in a 1993 project by National Public Radio in Chicago; two teenagers, LeAlan Jones and Lloyd Newman, were given tape recorders and asked to make an audio documentary of the Ida B. Wells public housing project, where they lived and where a young child had been thrown from a high window in a fight over candy. Their work won a Peabody Award.

The kids in Born into Brothels (which won the 2005 Oscar) take photos with zest and imagination, squint at the contact sheets to choose their favorite shots, and mark them with crayons. Their pictures capture life, and kinds of beauty and squalor that depend on each other. One child, Avijit, is so gifted he wins a week’s trip to Amsterdam for an exhibition of photography by children.

Over a couple of years, Briski teaches photo classes and meets some of the parents of the children—made difficult because she must work through interpreters. Prostitution in this district is not a choice but a settled way of life. We meet a grandmother, mother, and daughter, the adults engaged in prostitution, and the granddaughter seems destined to join them. Curiously, the movie does not suggest that the boys will also be used as prostitutes, although it seems inevitable. The age of entry into prostitution seems to be puberty. There are no scenes that could be described as sexually explicit, partly because of the filmmakers’ tact in not wanting to exploit their subjects, partly no doubt because the prostitutes refused to be filmed except in innocuous settings.

Briski becomes determined to get several of the children out of the district and into a boarding school, where they will have a chance at different lives. She encounters opposition from their parents and roadblocks from the Indian bureaucracy, which seems to create jobs by requiring the same piece of paper to be meaninglessly stamped, marked, read, or filed in countless different offices. She goes almost mad trying to get a passport for Avijit, the winner of the Amsterdam trip; of course with his background he lacks the “required” papers.

The film is narrated mostly by Briski, who is a good teacher and brings out the innate intelligence of the children as they use their cameras to see their world in a different way. The faces of the children are heartbreaking, because we reflect that in the time since the film was finished, most of them have lost childhood forever, some their lives. Far away offscreen is the prosperous India with middle-class enclaves, an executive class, and a booming economy. These wretched poor exist in a separate and parallel universe, without an exit.

The movie is a record by well-meaning people who try to make a difference for the better, and succeed to a small degree while all around them the horror continues unaffected. Yes, a few children stay in boarding schools. Others are taken out by their parents, drop out, or are asked to leave. The red-light district has existed for centuries and will exist for centuries more. I was reminded of a scene in Buñuel’s Viridiana. A man is disturbed by the sight of a dog tied to a wagon and being dragged along faster than it can run. The man buys the dog to free it but does not notice, in the background, another cart pulling another dog.
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PG-13, 112 m., 2008


Alan Rickman (Steven Spurrier), Chris Pine (Bo Barrett), Bill Pullman (Jim Barrett), Rachael Taylor (Sam), Freddy Rodriguez (Gustavo Brambilia), Dennis Farina (Maurice), Bradley Whitford (Professor Saunders), Miguel Sandoval (Mr. Garcia), Eliza Dushku (Joe). Directed by Randall Miller and produced by J. Todd Harris. Screenplay by Jody Savin, Miller, and Ross Schwartz.



In 1976, the year of the American bicentennial, the tall ships sailed from Europe to America and back again. But a smaller event was, in its way, no less impressive. In a blind taste-testing held in France, the wines of California’s Napa Valley defeated the best the French had to offer—and all the judges were French! A bottle of the winning American vintage, it is said, now rests on exhibit in the Smithsonian Institution.

Bottle Shock is a charming fictionalized version of the victory, “based,” as they love to say, “on a true story.” Shot in locations near the locale of Sideways but set much closer to the earth, it tells the story of a struggling vineyard named Chateau Montelena, deeply in debt with three bank loans. It’s run by the hard-driving Jim Barrett (Bill Pullman), who despairs of his layabout, long-haired son Bo (Chris Pine).

Meanwhile, in Paris, we meet a British wine lover named Steven Spurrier (Alan Rickman), whose tiny wine shop is grandly named The Academy of Wine. We never see a single customer in the shop, only the constant visits of a neighboring travel agent, Maurice (Dennis Farina, in full Chicago accent). Maurice encourages Steven by praising his wines, which he samples freely while passing out business advice.

Spurrier (yes, a real man) has been hearing about the wines of California and has an inspiration: His grand-sounding “academy” will sponsor a blind taste test between the wines of the two countries. That he is able to gather a panel of expert judges says much for the confidence of the French, who should have realized it was a dangerous proposition.

In Napa, we meet two other major players: A pretty summer intern named Sam (Rachael Taylor) and an employee of Jim’s named Gustavo Brambilia (Freddy Rodriguez—yes, another real character). Gustavo has wine in his bones, if such a thing is possible, and would go on to found a famous vineyard. The two boys raise cash by Gustavo’s (partially true) ability to identify any wine and vintage by tasting it, and of course they both fall in love with Sam, who lives for the summer in a shack out of The Grapes of Wrath.

The outcome is predictable; anyone who cares even casually knows the Yanks won, but the director milks great entertainment, if not actual suspense, out of the competition. Much of its effect is due to the precise, quietly comic performance by Alan Rickman as Spurrier. “Why do I hate you?” asks Jim Barrett, who resists the competition. “Because you think I’m an asshole,” Spurrier replies calmly. “Actually, I’m not an asshole. It’s just that I’m British, and, well… you’re not.”

We see him navigating the back roads of Napa in a rented Gremlin, selecting wines for his competition and getting around U.S. customs by convincing twenty-six fellow air travelers to each carry a bottle back for him. That the momentous competition actually took place, that it shook the wine world to its foundations, that it was repeated twenty years later, is a story many people are vaguely familiar with. But Bottle Shock is more than the story. It is also about people who love their work, care about it with passion, and talk about it with knowledge. Did you know that a thirsty, struggling vine produces the best wines? It can’t just sit there sipping water. It has to struggle—just like Chateau Montelena.

Note: Read the credits to find out how the movie fudges a few names, facts, and vineyards—and what happened to Gustavo.
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PG-13, 115 m., 2007


Matt Damon (Jason Bourne), Julia Stiles (Nicky Parsons), David Strathairn (Noah Vosen), Scott Glenn (Ezra Kramer), Paddy Considine (Simon Ross), Edgar Ramirez (Paz), Albert Finney (Dr. Albert Hirsch), Joan Allen (Pam Lundy). Directed by Paul Greengrass and produced by Patrick Crowley, Frank Marshall, and Paul Sandberg. Screenplay by Tony Gilroy, Scott Z. Burns, and George Nolfi, based on the novel by Robert LudIum.



Run, Jason, run. The Bourne films have taken chases beyond a storytelling technique and made them into the story. Jason Bourne’s search for the secret of his identity doesn’t involve me in pulsating empathy for his dilemma, but as a MacGuffin, it’s a doozy. Some guy finds himself with a fake identity, wants to know who he really is, and spends three movies finding out at breakneck speed. And if the ending of The Bourne Ultimatum means anything at all, he may need another movie to clear up the loose ends.

That said, so what? If I don’t care what Jason Bourne’s real name is, and believe me, I sincerely do not, then I enjoy the movies simply for what they are: skillful exercises in high-tech effects and stunt work, stringing together one preposterous chase after another in a collection of world cities, with Jason apparently piling up frequent flier miles between them.

Ultimatum is a tribute to Bourne’s determination, his driving skills, his intelligence in outthinking his masters, and especially his good luck. No real person would be able to survive what happens to him in this movie, for the obvious reason that he would have been killed very early in The Bourne Identity (2002) and never have survived to make The Bourne Supremacy (2004). That Matt Damon can make this character more convincing than the Road Runner is a tribute to his talent and dedication. It’s not often you find a character you care about even if you don’t believe he could exist.

This time Bourne is engaged in a desperate hunt through, alphabetically, London, Madrid, Moscow, New York, Paris, Tangier, and Turin, while secret CIA operatives in America track him by a perplexing array of high-tech gadgets and techniques. I know Google claims it will soon be able to see the wax in your ear, but how does the CIA pinpoint Bourne so precisely and yet fail again and again and again to actually nab him? You’d think he was bin Laden.

And why do they want him so urgently? Yes, he is proof that the CIA runs a murderous secret extra-legal black-ops branch that violates laws here and abroad, but the response to that is: D’oh! The CIA operation, previously called Treadstone, is now called Blackbriar. That’ll cover their tracks. It’s like if you wanted to conceal the Ford plant you’d call it Maytag. Seeking a hidden meaning in the names, I looked up Treadstone on Wiktionary.com and found it is a “fictional top-secret program of the Central Intelligence Agency in the Jason Bourne book and movie series.” Looking up Blackbriar, I found nothing. So they are hidden again from the Wik empire.

In his desperate run to find the people who are chasing him, Jason hooks up in Madrid with the CIA’s Nicky Parsons (Julia Stiles), who is given several dozen words to say with somber gravity before Jason is off to Algiers and running through windows and living rooms in the Casbah; I think I recognized some of the same steep streets from Pepe le Moko, which is a movie about just staying in the Casbah and hiding there, a strategy by which Jason could have avoided a lot of property damage.

Of course there are sensational car chases, improbable leaps over high places, clever double-reverses, and lightning decisions. The crashes all look fatal, but Bourne survives (funny; I don’t remember any air bags being deployed). Sometimes we cut back to CIA headquarters (although surely a secret CIA black-op would not be hidden in its own headquarters) and meet agent Pamela Lundy (Joan Allen), who suspects maybe there is something to be said on Jason’s behalf, and her boss, Noah Vosen (David Strathairn), who must have inherited hatred of Bourne as part of the agency’s institutional legacy, since he wasn’t in the first two movies. And then finally, that shadowy nightmare figure in Bourne’s flashbacks comes into focus and, in the time-honored tradition of the Talking Killer, explains everything instead of whacking him right then and there. After which there is another chase.

The director, masterminding formidable effects and stunt teams, is Paul Greengrass (United 93, Bourne Supremacy), and he not only creates (or seems to create) amazingly long takes, but does it without calling attention to them. Whether they actually are unbroken stretches of film or are spliced together by invisible wipes, what counts is that they present such mind-blowing action that I forgot to keep track. There are two kinds of long takes: (1) the kind you’re supposed to notice, as in Scorsese’s GoodFellas, when the mobster enters the restaurant, and (2) the kind you don’t notice because the action makes them invisible. Both have their purpose: Scorsese wanted to show how the world unfolded before his hero, and Greengrass wants to show the action without interruption to reinforce the illusion it is all actually happening. Most other long takes are just showing off.

But why, if I liked the movie so much, am I going on like this? Because the movie is complete as itself. You sit there, and the action assaults you, and using words to re-create it would be futile. What actually happens to Jason Bourne is essentially immaterial. What matters is that something must happen so he can run away from it, or toward it. Which leads us back to the MacGuffin theory. [image: ]
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NO MPAA RATING, 84 m., 2006


Featuring Devon Brown, Darius Chambers, Richard Keyser, Justin Mackall, Montrey Moore, and Romesh Vance. A documentary produced and directed by Heidi Ewing and Rachel Grady.



Here is a movie that makes you want to do something. Cry, or write a check, or howl with rage. It tells the story of twenty “high-risk” inner-city black boys, twelve and thirteen years old, who are lifted out of the Baltimore school system and given scholarships to the Baraka School. Where is Baraka? In Kenya, in an area poorer than the ghettos of Baltimore. There’s not even full-time electricity. Here they are told, “Fail one class and you go home.”

Two boys who fight are taken on a hike to “base camp,” given a two-man tent, and told to spend the night. How do you assemble the tent? They have to figure it out together. One boy refuses to do it. Fine, says the teacher. Sleep outdoors. We see a process at work. The tent gets assembled. The fights stop.

The movie, by Heidi Ewing and Rachel Grady, begins in Baltimore, where 76 percent of African-American boys do not graduate from high school. A recruiter for Baraka speaks at an assembly, telling potential students they have three choices: jail, death, or high school graduation. Despairing parents and grandparents embrace the idea of this strange school in Africa because nothing could be worse than the children’s present reality. Two brothers apply. The school asks their mother what would happen if only one was selected. “Don’t make one a king and the other a killer,” she says. Both are given scholarships.

All the teachers we see at Baraka School are white; it is not an African school but one run by American volunteers who chose Kenya, among other reasons, because it is cheap, and because “boys can live the lives of boys”—running around, swimming in streams, seeing wild animals, climbing Mount Kenya. In Baltimore it can be dangerous for them to go outside, and they stare at television. The boys thrive at Baraka. Their behavior is transformed, their grades improve, and they think differently of themselves.

Then everything changes. Because of terrorist attacks and the closure of the American embassy in Nairobi, Baraka has to shut down at the end of the first of the boys’ two years. In Baltimore that summer, they’re told they won’t be going back. One review actually complains that the movie is “unsatisfactory” because unforeseen events prevented the filmmakers from “completing” their story. Oh, it’s complete, all right. “All our lives gonna be bad now,” one tearful boy says. One parent on the terrorist threat: “They’re more likely to be killed right here in Baltimore.” Another parent: “If you send them to Baltimore, you’re sending them to jail.”

Some of the boys seem to return to the same aimless lives they were leading before. But a boy named Devon is elected president of his ninth-grade class, and we see him already beginning his life’s work, as a preacher. Montrey, the boy with the worst attitude and behavior problems, is so changed by one year at Baraka that at the end of the next year he gets the top score in all of Maryland on a math test and is admitted to the most competitive high school in Baltimore. He speaks at the close of the film: “People think we ain’t got a future. I’m gonna make a difference. I’m gonna be on the map.”

In a simple, direct way, without a lot of filmmaking sophistication, The Boys of Baraka makes this argument: Many of our schools are failing, and many of our neighborhoods are poisonous. Individual parents and children make an effort, but the system is against them, and hope is hard to find. One of the mothers in the film goes back to drugs and is jailed during the Baraka year. Grandparents realistically look at the city and see a death sentence for their grandchildren. The recruiter for Baraka says, “Nothing’s out there for them other than a new jail they just built.” These children are born into a version of genocide.

If I were in charge of everything, and I certainly should be, I would divert billions of dollars into an emergency fund for our schools. I would reduce classroom size to fifteen or twenty. I would double teachers’ salaries. I would fund boarding schools to remove the most endangered children from environments that are killing them. I would be generous and vigilant about school lunch programs and medical care for kids. I would install monitors on the television sets in the homes of these children and pay a cash bonus for every hour they are not turned on during homework time. I would open a storefront library on every other block. And although there are two sides to the question, I would consider legalizing drugs; illegal drugs are destroying countless lives, and legalizing them would destroy the profit motive for promoting and selling them.

All of this would cost a fraction of—well, of the cost of the government undertaking of your choice. It would pay dividends in one generation. There is something wrong when, as our own officials say, we depend on immigration to supply us with scientists. A kid like Montrey, who goes from a standing start to the top state score in math in one year, can supply us with an invaluable resource, but he has to be given a chance. We look at TV and see stories of drugs and gang bangers and despair, and we assume the victims bring it on themselves. If we had been born and raised as they were, in areas abandoned by hope and opportunity, the odds are good we would be dead, or watching TV in prison.
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NO MPAA RATING, 95 m., 2007


Sullivan Brown (Young Guy Maddin), Gretchen Krich (Mother), Maya Lawson (Sis), Erik Steffen Maahs (Older Bruno), Katherine E. Scharhon (Chance Hale). Directed by Guy Maddin and produced by Amy E. Jacobson and Gregg Lachow. Screenplay by Maddin and George Toles.



Guy Maddin’s new film Brand Upon the Brain! exists in the world Maddin has built by hand over several features that seem to be trying to reinvent the silent cinema. Flickering, high-contrast black-and-white images, shot in 8 mm, tell a phantasmagoric story that could be a collaboration between Edgar Allan Poe and Salvador Dali. It’s an astonishing film: weird, obsessed, drawing on subterranean impulses, hypnotic.

The film opens with a man named Guy Maddin in a rowboat. He is a housepainter, answering his mother’s summons. She wants two fresh coats of paint on the family’s lighthouse, an orphanage that is the only structure on the island of Black Notch.

Once Guy arrives on the island, he is cast back into flashbacks of the troubled childhood he had there with his sister and his sexually jealous mother. She stands fiercely atop the lighthouse, sweeping the island with a powerful searchlight and a phallic telescope, and issuing commands through an “aerophone,” an invention of Guy’s dad, which allows communication between any two people who love each other, although few seem to love the mother.

The plot, as it always does in a Maddin film, careens wildly in bizarre directions, incorporating material that seems gathered by the handful from silent melodrama. There is a murder mystery involving an orphan named Savage Tom, and an investigation by two teenage detectives named the Light Bulb Kids, who discover suspicious holes in the heads of some of the orphans.

Elements from mad scientist and black magic stories also creep into the plot, while the film hurtles headlong into an assault of stark images.

Guy Maddin, based in Winnipeg, Manitoba, is a pleasant, soft-spoken man who hardly seems a likely source for this feverish filmmaking. His world, his style, and his artistry are all completely original, even when they seem to be echoing old silent films. The echoes seem to come from a parallel universe. In films like The Saddest Music in the World, he creates haunting worlds that approach the edge of comedy but never quite tip over.

In a sense, you will enjoy Brand Upon the Brain! most if you are either an experienced moviegoer who understands (somehow) what Maddin is doing or a naive filmgoer who doesn’t understand that he is doing anything. The average filmgoer might simply be frustrated and confused. For me, Maddin seems to penetrate to the hidden layers beneath the surface of the movies, revealing a surrealistic underworld of fears, fantasies, and obsessions.
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R, 122 m., 2007


Jodie Foster (Erica Bain), Terrence Howard (Sean Mercer), Naveen Andrews (David Kirmani), Nicky Katt (Detective Vitale), Mary Steenburgen (Carol). Directed by Neil Jordan and produced by Susan Downey and Joel Silver. Screenplay by Roderick Taylor, Bruce A. Taylor, and Cynthia Mort.



How many films have there been about victims of violence who turn into avengers? Charles Bronson made five. Kevin Bacon’s Death Sentence was released two weeks ago. How are we supposed to respond to them? When Branson’s kill count got above fifty, why didn’t the scales of justice snap? But now here is Jodie Foster, with a skilled costar and director, to give us a movie that deals, really deals, with the issues involved.

Foster is such a good actress in thrillers: natural, unaffected, threatened, plucky, looking like she means it. And Neil Jordan’s The Brave One gives her someone strong to play against. Terrence Howard and Foster are perfectly modulated in the kinds of scenes it’s difficult for actors to play, where they both know more than they’re saying, and they both know it.

Foster plays Erica, a talk jock on a New York radio station. She’s engaged to a doctor named David (Naveen Andrews), they’re in Central Park late one night, they’re mugged, he’s killed, and she’s badly injured. When Erica is discharged, she’s shaking with terror. Her illusion of a safe city life is destroyed. And one day she buys a gun and practices on a shooting range where you can see fear turning into anger in her eyes.

Not long after, she’s in a late-night convenience store (note: midnight strolls in Central Park rank second only to all-night stores in their movie crime rates). A holdup takes place, there’s violence, she kills a guy to save her life, and she feels—well, how does she feel? Shaken, nauseous maybe, but certainly glad she’s alive.

We’ve started with one of those admirable National Public Radio types whose voice is almost maddeningly sane and patient, and now we have a woman (narrating the movie, sometimes) who sounds more like she doesn’t work upstairs over the saloon but she does own a piece of it. Erica has never seen herself as capable of killing, and now she grows addicted to it, offering herself as defenseless bait for criminals and then proving how terribly mistaken they were.

These are the general parameters of all vengeance movies. And often there’s a cop on the case who grows curiously close to the killer. With Bronson, it was Vincent Gardenia. With Bacon, Aisha Tyler. With Foster, it’s Terrence Howard, playing a detective named Mercer who is assigned to the original mugging, who chats with Erica, who observes there seem to be a lot of people in the city who would like to get even. “Yes,” she says, “there must be a lot of us.” Us. Curious word choice. Mercer hears it.

Now the movie becomes less about Erica’s killings and more about how they make her feel. And about how she and Mercer begin to feel about each other—not in a romantic way, although that scent is in the air, but as smart, wary people who slowly come to realize they share knowledge they dare not admit they share.

Neil Jordan, the director (The Crying Game, Michael Collins, Breakfast on Pluto, Mona Lisa, The Good Thief), often makes movies about characters who are not who they seem, and about those who wonder if they can trust them. His characters are not deliberately deceptive but have been pushed into their roles by their lives and don’t see a way out. Often you sense in them a desperate urge to confess.

That kind of psychological suspense is what makes The Brave One spellbinding. The movie doesn’t dine out on action scenes, but regards with great curiosity how these two people will end up. The movie’s conclusion has a slight aroma of a studio rewrite to it; I’m not saying Jordan and his writers did revise it, but that the strict logic of the story should lead in a different direction. Where did Hollywood get the conviction that audiences demand an ending that lets them off the hook? Foster doesn’t let herself off the hook in The Brave One, and we should be as brave as she is.
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R, 135 m., 2005


Cillian Murphy (Patrick “Kitten” Braden), Liam Neeson (Father Bernard), Stephen Rea (Bertie), Ruth Negga (Charlie), Laurence Kinlan (Irwin), Gavin Friday (Billy Hatchet), Bryan Ferry (Mr. Silky String), Brendan Gleeson (John-Joe). Directed by Neil Jordan and produced by Stephen Woolley, Alan Moloney, and Jordan. Screenplay by Jordan and Patrick McCabe, based on the novel by McCabe.




We’ll fly to the stars…

Journey to Mars…

And find our breakfast on Pluto.



I heard this song performed in London by a blind man in a pub on Portobello Road in the early 1970s, and remembered it during Neil Jordan’s new film. His hero, Patrick Braden, known as Kitten, would have heard it at about the same time, and needed to, because he needed all the cheering-up he could get, and usually breakfast, too. Breakfast on Pluto tells the story of an Irish orphan, left on the steps of a priest’s rectory and raised by a strict foster mother. Patrick discovers his identity at an early age. One day the woman finds him trying on her dresses and shoes.

“I’ll walk you up and down the streets before the whole town in disgrace!” she screams.

“Promise?” says Patrick.

He is then about ten. Too young to have such feelings and smart answers? Not if you have seen Jonathan Caouette’s documentary Tarnation, which contains a home movie of Jonathan in drag at about the same age, with something of the same personality. Patrick decides that his name is Kitten, insists on being called by it, and is not a boy trapped in a girl’s body but a boy trapped in a transvestite’s body—or, more accurately, a boy trapped in a world he desperately wants to escape, using his imagination to reinvent himself and escape it. He is, as they say, not like the other boys.

The enchanting and hopeful Breakfast on Pluto, adapted by Jordan from a novel by Patrick McCabe, has a hero who is a little mad and a little saintly. Many saints insist on living in their own way regardless of what the world thinks. Some climb trees or pray in caves. Some work among the poor. Some, like Kitten, insist on optimism in the face of absolutely everything. In his case, it could be sainthood, could be denial, could be insanity. Whatever it is, Kitten so stubbornly insists on it that motorcycle gangs, London cops, and IRA killers all realize they can kill him but they can’t change him.

The movie is like a Dickens novel in which the hero moves through the underskirts of society, encountering one colorful character after another. Kitten believes his birth mother may have moved to London. His only clue is that she looked like Mitzi Gaynor. Of course Kitten would know who that was. In the course of his journey to find her, he sings with a rock band, becomes a magician’s assistant, is a suspected IRA bomber, and is reduced to street prostitution, although he handles it with a kind of dreamy denial. The movie becomes a series of seductions, with the goal not sex but acceptance.

Consider that Kitten is unluckily in a London pub when it’s bombed by the IRA. The cops suspect him as a cross-dressing bomber and interrogate him for a week, not gently. At the end of that time they give up and accept him for who and what he says he is. A little later, one of the same cops who beat him sees him working the streets, knows Kitten is no match for the life, drives him to Soho, drops him outside a peep show, and says, with real concern, “Get a job here. It’s safe and it’s legal.”

Kitten depends on the kindness of strangers. Played by Cillian Murphy with a bemused and hopeful voice, he meets such characters as Billy (Gavin Friday), leader of the scruffy rock band Billy Hatchet and the Mohawks, and soon Kitten is onstage as a squaw, helping out during the performance of Running Bear. Billy falls in love with him, but eventually “the band thinks the squaw is not working out,” and Kitten finds a job being sawed in two by a magician named Bertie (Stephen Rea). In Jordan’s The Crying Game, Rea fell in love with a cross-dressing hairdresser. But no one is deceived by Kitten, who doesn’t care if you think he’s male or female, as long as you think he’s Kitten.

That’s the part of the story Dickens would have agreed with. His heroes, from Pip to Oliver Twist to Nicholas Nickleby to David Copperfield, travel bleak landscapes of gruesome betrayal and disappointment and meet villains of every description but never lose their innocence. Dickens also would have enjoyed the story’s use of melodrama and improbable coincidence, and the way the hero befriends and is befriended just when it’s needed the most.

Consider Father Bernard (Liam Neeson), whose rectory steps are Kitten’s first home. The priest is one of those good souls bumbling through, doing what good he can. And John-Joe (Brendan Gleeson), a streetwise hobo who shares what he has. And Charlie (Ruth Negga), a black girl who becomes Kitten’s closest friend. And consider the story of how Kitten does, or does not, find his mother, or Mitzi Gaynor, or whoever, and what he finds out then.

Breakfast on Pluto is being included in earnest analytical articles about this being the season of homosexuals (Brokeback Mountain), transsexuals (Transamerica), transvestites (this movie), or all three (Rent). As a “trend,” this means absolutely nothing, although as a coincidence it is worth notice, however slight. What these titles have in common with many other good current films are characters who are given the challenge to be true to their own natures and either rise to the occasion or descend into misery.

Kitten has less to do with sexual unorthodoxy than knowing what you must be and do, and being and doing it: characters like those played by Terrence Howard in Hustle and Flow, Anthony Hopkins in The World’s Fastest Indian, Amy Adams in Junebug, Naomi Watts in Ellie Parker, Miranda July in Me and You and Everyone We Know, Tommy Lee Jones in The Three Burials of Melquiades Estrada, Charlize Theron in North Country, and King Kong. This drive toward individualism is an encouraging counterforce to the relentless team spirit that seems to drive so much unhappiness in our society. Although it is true that in some times and places Kitten would be murdered (the fear that haunts Ennis in Brokeback Mountain), it is also true that Kitten might be given a pass by dangerous characters who either recognize a kindred independence, or envy it.
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PG-13, 106 m., 2006


Vince Vaughn (Gary Grobowski), Jennifer Aniston (Brooke Meyers), Joey Lauren Adams (Addie), John Michael Higgins (Richard Meyers), Jon Favreau (Johnny O), Vincent D’Onofrio (Dennis Grobowski), Justin Long (Christopher), Cole Hauser (Lupus Grobowski), Judy Davis (Marilyn Dean), Ann-Margret (Wendy Meyers), Jason Bateman (Riggleman). Directed by Peyton Reed and produced by Vince Vaughn and Scott Stuber. Screenplay by Jeremy Garelick and Jay Lavender.



The Break-Up hints that the broken-up couple will get back together, but that doesn’t make us eager for a sequel. The movie stars Vince Vaughn and Jennifer Aniston as Gary and Brooke, a steady couple who have many reasons to break up but none to get together, except that they fall in love. Since the scenes where they’re together are so much less convincing than the ones where they fall apart, watching the movie is like being on a double date from hell.

Gary is obsessed with the Chicago Cubs and video games, and thinks if they moved the dining table into the living room, that would make space for a pool table. He and his brothers run a Chicago tour bus company, and he is the tour guide. Brooke works in a high-powered Chicago art gallery. They break up because she says he never listens to her, or appreciates all the work she does around the house or how she cooks his meals and picks up his laundry. All true, but these are not merely faults; they are his essential nature, and he will never, ever be interested in her world. Not when he thinks Michelangelo painted the ceiling of the “Sixteenth Chapel.”

True, their arguments are funny, at least while they’re still getting along. They have a fight right at the beginning that had me nodding my head and recognizing my own shortcomings. At the thirty-minute mark, I thought the movie had a chance, but it grew dreary and sad, especially when they both receive spectacularly bad advice from their best friends (Joey Lauren Adams and Jon Favreau). There’s a stretch when Gary’s sleeping on the sofa surrounded by dirty underwear, and she’s trying to make him jealous by being picked up at home by a series of handsome studs. Would any woman really do this? The way to make a guy jealous is by seeming to really like someone else, not acting like first prize on Match.com.

Gary, on the other hand, tries to make Brooke jealous by hiring hookers to join his buddies in a strip poker game. Believe it or not, this doesn’t work, either. By the time they have a heart-to-heart, it’s way too late because both hearts are broken, and it isn’t a pretty sight. What the movie lacks is warmth, optimism, and insight into human nature. I point you to Fever Pitch (2005), with Jimmy Fallon as a schoolteacher and Red Sox fan, and Drew Barrymore as a business executive. It begins by showing them really and truly falling in love, and then baseball season starts, and she realizes that he is two guys: the guy she fell in love with, and the Red Sox fan. If she can accept both of these personalities and he can accept her needs, they can repair their problems.

The problem with Gary is that he has only the one personality, and even if he starts listening to her and thanking her for picking up his dirty socks, they still will be profoundly incompatible. For the movie to work, we would have to like the couple and want them to succeed. Despite some sincere eleventh-hour soul-searching by Vaughn, we’re sorry, but we don’t want them back together. We want them to end their misery.

The supporting cast adds variety, to be sure, but of a strange kind. Occasionally, supporting actors will be so effective you want the movie to be about them. The Break-Up is filled with actors who seem to be auditioning for that role. John Michael Higgins, as Brooke’s brother, is the leader of a men’s choir and tries to turn a family dinner party into a sing-along; this scene might be funny in theory, but in practice, it’s ungainly. Favreau and Adams, as the best friends, get whiplash from a plot that requires them to give one kind of advice at the beginning and another kind toward the end, as if they hadn’t been listening to themselves. And Judy Davis, as the art gallery owner, behaves as if she should be carrying a whip. The best supporting performance is by Vincent D’Onofrio, as Gary’s older brother: He does exactly what is required, finds the right notes, and is so convincing we hardly notice he is cleaning his ears with separate handkerchiefs.

That Aniston and Vaughn are such likable actors compounds the problem. They’re not convincing as sadistic meanies, and when the movie makes them act that way, we feel sorrier for them than for their characters. Their problems start in the first scene, at Wrigley Field, where Gary is a jerk who forces Brooke to accept a hot dog she doesn’t want and then insults her date. Why would a girl end up with a guy who acts like that the first time she meets him? We never find out. The next time we see them, they’re living together. Must have been some courtship.
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R, 110 m., 2006


Joseph Gordon-Levitt (Brendan Frye), Nora Zehetner (Laura Dannon), Lukas Haas (The Pin), Noah Fleiss (Tugger), Matt O’Leary (The Brain), Emilie de Ravin (Emily Kostach), Noah Segan (Dode), Richard Roundtree (Mr. Trueman), Meagan Good (Kara), Brian White (Brad Bramish). Directed by Rian Johnson and produced by Ram Bergman and Mark G. Mathis. Screenplay by Johnson.




You have preserved in your own lifetime, sir, a way of life that was dead before you were born.

—the butler in Elaine May’s

A New Leaf (1971)



You will forgive me for reaching back thirty-five years for a quotation to open this review of Brick, since the movie itself is inspired by hard-boiled crime novels written by Dashiell Hammett between 1929 and 1934. What is unexpected, and daring, is that Brick transposes the attitudes and dialogue of classic detective fiction to a modern Southern California high school. These are contemporary characters who say things like, “I got all five senses and I slept last night. That puts me six up on the lot of you.” Or, “Act smarter than you look, and drop it.”

What is the audience for this movie? It is carrying on in its own lifetime a style of film that was dead before it was born. Are teenage moviegoers familiar with movies like The Maltese Falcon? Do they know who Humphrey Bogart was? Maybe it doesn’t matter. They’re generally familiar with black-and-white classics on cable and will understand the strategy: The students inhabit personal styles from an earlier time.

This mixing of styles and ages has been done before. Alan Parker’s Bugsy Malone (1976) was a 1930s gangster movie cast with preteen kids (including Jodie Foster). Once you accepted the idea, it worked, and so does Brick. The crucial decision by writer-director Rian Johnson is to play it straight; this isn’t a put-on, and the characters don’t act as if they think their behavior is funny.

The movie opens in James Ellroy territory, with the hero, Brendan (Joseph Gordon-Levitt), finding the dead body of his onetime girlfriend in a drainage ditch. From the mouth of a tunnel comes the sound, perhaps, of her murderer escaping. The victim is Emily (Emilie de Ravin), who called him earlier for help; from a lonely phone booth (itself a relic of pre-cellular movies) he sees her being taken past in a car, possibly a captive.

Brendan turns into a classic 1930s gumshoe, tracing Emily’s movements back through a high school drug ring and ignoring threats from a high school principal who tries to pull him off the case (this is the role police captains filled in old private-eye movies). True to the genre that inspired it, the movie has tough and dippy dames, an eccentric crime kingpin, some would-be toughs who can be slapped around like Elisha Cook Jr. in The Maltese Falcon, and an enigmatic know-it-all. This last character was, in the old days, an informer, bookie, or newspaper reporter often found in the shadows of a bar; in Brick, he apparently exists permanently sitting against a back wall of the high school, from which vantage point he sees and knows, or guesses, everything.

Does the movie work on its own terms as a crime story? Yes, in the sense that the classic Hollywood noirs worked: The story is never clear while it unfolds, but it provides a rich source of dialogue, behavior, and incidents. Then, at the end, if it doesn’t all hold water, who cares as long as all the characters think it does? The Big Sleep is famous for the loophole of a killer who is already dead when he commits his crime. At the Madison Film Festival this year, I saw Laura again and was reminded that it is entirely a movie about atmosphere, dialogue, and acting styles, in which the very realities of murder are arbitrary. It makes no difference who committed the central killing; what’s important is that everyone acts as if it does.

Brick is a movie reportedly made with great determination and not much money by Johnson, who did the editing on his Macintosh (less impressive than it sounds, since desktop machines are now often used even on big-budget movies). What is impressive is his absolute commitment to his idea of the movie’s style. He relates to the classic crime novels and movies, he notes the way their mannered dialogue and behavior elevate the characters into archetypes, and he uses the strategy to make his teenagers into hard-boiled guys and dolls. The actors enter into the spirit; we never catch them winking.

The movie has one inevitable point of vulnerability: Because we can’t believe in the characters, we can’t care about their fates. They have lifestyles, not lives. The same can be said of many (not all) noir films, and it is because of style that we treasure them. This movie leaves me looking forward to the director’s next film; we can say of Johnson, as somebody once said about a dame named Brigid O’Shaughnessy, “You’re good. You’re very good.”
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PG-13, 101 m., 2008


Tannishtha Chatterjee (Nazneen), Satish Kaushik (Chanu), Christopher Simpson (Karim), Naeema Begum (Shahana), Lana Rahman (Bibi), Zafreen (Hasina). Directed by Sarah Gavron and produced by Alison Owen and Christopher Collins. Screenplay by Abi Morgan and Laura Jones, based on the novel by Monica Ali.



Brick Lane tells a story we think we already know, but we’re wrong: It has new things to say within an old formula. It begins with a young woman from Bangladesh, whose mother’s suicide causes her father to arrange her marriage with a man now living in London, older than her, whom she has never met. Nazneen (Tannishtha Chatterjee) is a stunning beauty, seventeen when she marries Chanu (Satish Kaushik), who is fat, balding, and easily twenty years older. So this will be a story of her servitude to this beast, right?

Not exactly. Chanu is not a hateful man. He is not a fountain of warmth and understanding and has few insights into his wife, but he is an earnest citizen, a hard worker, and there is sometimes a twinkle in his eye. He likes to sing little songs to himself. The two have three children; their first, a son, is a victim of crib death. The next two are daughters, Shahana (Naeema Begum) and Bibi (Lana Rahman). Time passes. Sex for Nazneen is a matter of closing her eyes and dreaming of her village back home and the sister she receives regular letters from.

Her husband is so unwise as to take loans from the usurer who works their council flat in East London; these loans apparently can never quite be repaid and delay their dream of returning “home.” Meanwhile, Chanu pursues his dream of becoming a properly educated Brit, which for him means familiarity with Thackeray, Hume, and other authors not much read anymore, alas, by Brits. He dreams such knowledge will win him a promotion at work, but it doesn’t; he loses his job and starts working as a minicab driver. And Nazneen does what other women in the public housing estate do—she buys a sewing machine and does piece work, finishing blue jeans.

That’s how Karim (Christopher Simpson) comes into her life—young, handsome, charming, the delivery man for the unfinished jeans. Yes, they fall in love, have sex, talk of her divorce and their marriage. Chanu walks into the flat at times when he must be blind not to understand what’s happening—but he doesn’t, or at least he doesn’t say anything; his method is to remain jolly at all times, as if everything’s fine. The performance by Kaushik makes him almost impossible to dislike, although he’s no doubt an ordeal to live with.

Now comes the part of the story that caused controversy when Monica Ali’s best-selling novel was announced for filming. The attacks of 9/11 take place, anti-Muslim sentiment increases in London, community meetings are held, Karim starts growing a beard and becomes more militant, and then Chanu, of all people, turns into a spokesman against extremist militancy and in favor of a faith based not in politics but in the heart.

His sentiment aroused so much opposition among Muslims in London that the novel could not be filmed on Brick Lane (the center of London’s Bangladeshi population), but in fact what Chanu says is deeply felt and seems harmless enough. Without getting into the politics, however, let me say that the film’s story surprised me by being less about the illicit love affair and more about the marriage, Nazneen’s deepest feelings, and the two daughters—the young one docile, the older one scornful of her father.

“Tell him you don’t want to go home,” says Shahana. “I’ve never once heard you tell him what you really feel.” But what Nazneen really feels is a surprise even to herself, and the final notes of the film are graceful and tender. Watching it, I was reminded of how many shallow, cynical, vulgar movies I’ve seen in this early summer season, and how few that truly engage in matters of the heart. Brick Lane is about characters who have depth and reality, who change and learn, who have genuine feelings. And it keeps on surprising us, right to the end.
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PG-13, 110 m., 2005


Aishwarya Rai (Lalita Bakshi), Martin Henderson (Will Darcy), Naveen Andrews (Balraj), Indira Varma (Kiran Bingley), Nitin Chandra Ganatra (Mr. Kholi), Daniel Gillies (Johnny Wickham), Anupam Kher (Mr. Bakshi), Nadira Babbar (Mrs. Bakshi), Namrata Shirodkar (Jaya Bakshi), Meghna Kothari (Maya Bakshi), Peeya Rai Chowdhary (Lucky Bakshi), Marsha Mason (Will’s Mother). Directed by Gurinder Chadha and produced by Deepak Nayar and Chadha. Screenplay by Paul Mayeda Berges and Chadha, inspired by Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice.



Bollywood musicals are the Swiss Army knives of the cinema, with a tool for every job: comedy, drama, song and dance, farce, pathos, adventure, great scenery, improbably handsome heroes, teeth-gnashing villains, marriage-obsessed mothers and their tragically unmarried daughters, who are invariably ethereal beauties. “You get everything in one film,” my friend Uma da Cuhna told me, as she took me to see Taal in Hyderabad. “No need to run around here and there, looking for a musical or an action picture.” The movie lasted more than three hours, including an intermission, which Uma employed by correctly predicting everything that would happen during the rest of the film.

Bollywood, is, of course, Bombay—or Mumbai, as it is now called, although there has been no movement to rename the genre Mumblywood. Although western exhibitors aren’t crazy about a movie they can show only twice a night, instead of three times, Bollywood has developed a healthy audience in London, where the Bollywood Oscars were held a year ago. Now comes Bride and Prejudice, which adds the BritLit genre to the mix.

Directed by Gurinder Chadha, whose What’s Cooking? (2000) and Bend It Like Beckham (2002) make you smile just thinking about them, this is a free-spirited adaptation of the Jane Austen novel, in which Mr. Darcy and the unmarried sisters and their family are plugged into a modern plot that spans London, New York, Bombay, and Goa. Darcy is an American played by Martin Henderson, and Lizzie Bennett becomes Lalita Bakshi, second of four daughters in Amritsar, India—true to Austen, a country town.

Lalita is played by Aishwarya Rai, Miss World of 1994, recently described by at least one film critic (me) as not only the first but also the second most beautiful woman in the world. According to the Internet Movie Database, “The Queen of Bollywood” is so popular she was actually able to get away with appearing in ads for both Coke and Pepsi. I also learn she carried the Olympic Torch in 2004, has a puppy named Sunshine, and was listed by Time as one of the 100 most influential people in the world. If this review is not accompanied by a photograph of her, you have grounds for a lawsuit.

Aishwarya (ash-waar-e-ah) Rai exudes not the frightening seriousness of a woman who thinks she is being sexy, but the grace and ease of a woman who knows she is fun to look at and be around. What a smile. What eyes. Rai is not remotely overweight, but neither is she alarmingly skinny; having deliberately gained twenty pounds for this role, she is the flower of splendid nutrition.

Sorry, I got a little distracted there. Gurinder Chadha, who was born in Kenya, was raised in London, and is married to a Japanese-American, seems attracted to ethnic multitasking. Her What’s Cooking? is set in Los Angeles and tells parallel stories about families with Vietnamese, African-American, Mexican, and Jewish roots. Bend It Like Beckham was about a London girl from a Kenyan family with Punjabi roots, who wants to play soccer.

In Bride and Prejudice Chadha once again transcends boundaries. This is not a Bollywood movie, but a Hollywood musical comedy incorporating Bollywood elements. Her characters burst into song and dance at the slightest provocation, backed up by a dance corps that materializes with the second verse and disappears at the end of the scene. That’s Bollywood. So is the emphasis on the mother and father; the lovers in most American romantic comedies seem to be orphans. And she employs the Bollywood strategy for using color, which comes down to: If it’s a color, use it.

Will Darcy (Henderson) is a rich young New York hotel man, visiting India because his old friend from London, Balraj (Naveen Andrews), is the best man at a wedding. The Bakshi family is friendly with the family of the bride, and Mrs. Bakshi (Nadira Babbar) hopes her four daughters can meet eligible husbands at the event. That strategy works immediately for Balraj and Jaya Bakshi (Namrata Shirodkar), Lalita’s older sister. For them, it’s love at first sight. For Darcy and Lalita, it’s not.

Darcy makes tactless remarks, disagrees with the custom of arranged marriages, seems stuck-up, is distracted by business, and creates the possibility that Lalita may have to follow her mother’s instructions and marry the creepy Hollywood mogul Mr. Kholi (Nitin Chandra Ganatra). Things could be worse; Harvey Weinstein is also visiting India. We know Lalita won’t really marry Mr. Kholi, since he is never provided with a first name, but in stories of this sort it’s necessary for Darcy and Lalita to rub each other the wrong way so that later they can rub each other the right way.

This plot, recycled from Austen, is the clothesline for a series of dance numbers that, like Hong Kong action sequences, are set in unlikely locations and use props found there; how else to explain the sequence set in, yes, a Mexican restaurant? Even the most strenuous dances are intercut with perfectly composed close-ups of Aishwarya Rai, never sweaty, never short of breath. What a smile. Did I say that?
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R, 134 m., 2005


Heath Ledger (Ennis Del Mar), Jake Gyllenhaal (Jack Twist), Michelle Williams (Alma Del Mar), Anne Hathaway (Lureen Twist), Randy Quaid (Joe Aguirre), Linda Cardellini (Cassie Cartwright), Anna Faris (LaShawn Malone). Directed by Ang Lee and produced by Diana Ossana and James Schamus. Screenplay by Larry McMurtry and Ossana, based on the short story by E. Annie Proulx.



Ennis tells Jack about something he saw as a boy. “There were two old guys shacked up together. They were the joke of the town, even though they were pretty tough old birds.” One day they were found beaten to death. Ennis says: “My dad, he made sure me and my brother saw it. For all I know, he did it.”

This childhood memory is always there, the ghost in the room, in Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain. When he was taught by his father to hate homosexuals, Ennis was taught to hate his own feelings. Years after he first makes love with Jack on a Wyoming mountainside, after his marriage has failed, after his world has compressed to a mobile home, the Laundromat, the TV, he still feels the same pain: “Why don’t you let me be? It’s because of you, Jack, that I’m like this—nothing, and nobody.”

But it’s not because of Jack. It’s because Ennis and Jack love each other and can find no way to deal with that. Brokeback Mountain has been described as “a gay cowboy movie,” which is a cruel simplification. It is the story of a time and place where two men are forced to deny the only great passion either one will ever feel. Their tragedy is universal. It could be about two women, or lovers from different religious or ethnic groups—any “forbidden” love.

The movie wisely never steps back to look at the larger picture, or deliver the “message.” It is specifically the story of these men, this love. It stays in close-up. That’s how Jack and Ennis see it. “You know I ain’t queer,” Ennis tells Jack after their first night together. “Me neither,” says Jack.

Their story begins in Wyoming in 1963, when Ennis (Heath Ledger) and Jack (Jake Gyllenhaal) are about nineteen years old and get jobs tending sheep on a mountainside. Ennis is a boy of so few words he can barely open his mouth to release them; he learned to be guarded and fearful long before he knew what he feared. Jack, who has done some rodeo riding, is a little more outgoing. After some days have passed on the mountain and some whiskey has been drunk, they suddenly and almost violently have sex.

“This is a one-shot thing we got going on here,” Ennis says the next day. Jack agrees. But it’s not. When the summer is over, they part laconically: “I guess I’ll see ya around, huh?” Their boss (Randy Quaid) tells Jack he doesn’t want him back next summer: “You guys sure found a way to make the time pass up there. You weren’t getting paid to let the dogs guard the sheep while you stemmed the rose.”

Some years pass. Both men get married. Then Jack goes to visit Ennis and the undiminished urgency of their passion stuns them. Their lives settle down into a routine, punctuated less often than Jack would like by “fishing trips.” Ennis’s wife, who has seen them kissing, says nothing about it for a long time. But she notices there are never any fish.

The movie is based on a short story by E. Annie Proulx. The screenplay is by Larry McMurtry and Diana Ossana. Last summer I read McMurtry’s Lonesome Dove books, and as I saw the movie I was reminded of Gus and Woodrow, the two cowboys who spend a lifetime together. They aren’t gay; one of them is a womanizer, and the other spends his whole life regretting the loss of the one woman he loved. They’re straight but just as crippled by a society that tells them how a man must behave and what he must feel.

Brokeback Mountain could tell its story and not necessarily be a great movie. It could be a melodrama. It could be a “gay cowboy movie.” But the filmmakers have focused so intently and with such feeling on Jack and Ennis that the movie is as observant as work by Bergman. Strange but true: The more specific a film is, the more universal, because the more it understands individual characters, the more it applies to everyone. I can imagine someone weeping at this film, identifying with it because he always wanted to stay in the Marines, or be an artist or a cabinetmaker.

Jack is able to accept a little more willingly that he is inescapably gay. In frustration and need he goes to Mexico one night and finds a male prostitute. Prostitution is a calling with hazards, sadness, and tragedy, but it accepts human nature. It knows what some people need, and perhaps that is why every society has found a way to accommodate it.

Jack thinks he and Ennis might someday buy themselves a ranch and settle down. Ennis, who remembers what he saw as a boy: “This thing gets hold of us at the wrong time and wrong place and we’re dead.” Well, wasn’t Matthew Shepard murdered in Wyoming in 1998? And Brandon Teena in Nebraska in 1993? Haven’t brothers killed their sisters in the Muslim world to defend “family honor”?

There are gentle and nuanced portraits of Ennis’s wife, Alma (Michelle Williams), and Jack’s wife, Lureen (Anne Hathaway), who are important characters, seen as victims, too. Williams has a powerful scene where she finally calls Ennis on his “fishing trips,” but she takes a long time to do that, because nothing in her background prepares her for what she has found out about her husband. In their own way, programs like Jerry Springer provide a service by focusing on people, however pathetic, who are prepared to defend what they feel. In 1963 there was nothing like that on TV. And in 2005, the situation has not entirely changed. One of the ads for Brokeback Mountain’s, Oscar campaign shows Ledger and Williams together, although the movie’s posters are certainly honest.

Ang Lee is a director whose films are set in many nations and many times. What they have in common is an instinctive sympathy for the characters. Born Chinese, he makes movies about Americans, British, Chinese, straights, gays; his sci-fi movie Hulk was about a misunderstood outsider. Here he respects the entire arc of his story, right down to the lonely conclusion.

A closing scene involving a visit by Ennis to Jack’s parents is heartbreaking in what is said, and not said, about their world. A look around Jack’s childhood bedroom suggests what he overcame to make room for his feelings. What we cannot be sure is this: In the flashback, are we witnessing what really happened to Jack, or how Ennis sees it in his imagination? Ennis, whose father “made sure me and my brother saw it.”
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PG-13, 93 m., 2007


Parker Posey (Nora Wilder), Melvil Poupaud (Julien), Drea de Matteo (Audrey Andrews), Justin Theroux (Nick Gable), Gena Rowlands (Vivien Wilder-Mann), Peter Bogdanovich (Irving Mann), Tim Guinee (Mark Andrews), Josh Hamilton (Charlie Ross). Directed by Zoe Cassavetes and produced by Andrew Fierberg, Jason Kliot, and Joana Vicente. Screenplay by Cassavetes.



First shot, a close-up: Parker Posey. Next shots, mostly close-ups. She smokes, she regards her face in the mirror, she does her hair and gets ready to go to work. She captures perfectly that way women have of arming themselves against the merciless scrutiny of the world. Does any woman, looking in the mirror, think of herself as beautiful?

What Posey brings to this sequence is something I’ve often felt while watching her movies, even the incomprehensible ones like Fay Grim. She stands poised between serene beauty and throwing a shampoo bottle at the mirror. She always looks great, and she always seems dubious and insecure. She can make half her mouth curl into a reluctant smile. But when she fully smiles, she’s radiant. She is well cast for Broken English, because her character, Nora Wilder, needs precisely that in-between quality.

In some seasons, she falls instantly in love. In others, she sinks into depression. The perfect man comes along and hurts her cruelly. The movie, written and directed by Zoe Cassavetes (daughter of director John Cassavetes and actress Gena Rowlands), is about a woman with a knack for trusting untrustworthy men. She dates an actor (Justin Theroux) and a nice normal guy (Josh Hamilton), and both times confides to her closest friend, Audrey (Drea de Matteo), that this guy might be the one, and both times she is crushingly wrong.

Then at a party she meets Julien (Melvil Poupaud), a French guy who seems too good to be true. Maybe that’s where the story breaks down, if only because he is too good to be true. It’s like he went to a feminist training academy to learn how to treat a woman with gentleness, warmth, and perfect sexual tact. He has to return to Paris. Quel dommage. She says she will join him there.

Meanwhile, there are subplots. Audrey is unhappy after five years of marriage. Nora’s mother (Gena Rowlands) has wise but worried advice (most women “at your age,” she tells Nora, have been snapped up). Nora, who works as the VIP concierge in a Manhattan boutique hotel, works all day to make others happy and then drinks and smokes and mourns about her life to Audrey.

Is Julien the answer? After all, she doesn’t even speak French (unlikely, as the VIP concierge in a boutique hotel, but there you have it).

The question clearly becomes, Will she go to Paris and find Julien? If the answer is no, that’s a rotten way to treat your audience. If it’s yes, your movie is over. So I’m not giving away anything if I point out that, from the point of view of plot dynamics, she must first fail to find Julien and then succeed. As I’ve pointed out before, some movies give themselves away.

OK. She’s in Paris. All she has to do is call Julien. How could there be a problem? Read no further if you can’t guess … that she loses his number. And that after moping about Paris and meeting an extraordinary number of nice guys, she has a Meet Cute with Julien, but he is sullen and angry because she is on her way to the airport and has been in Paris and did not even call him. Obviously, a perfect Idiot Plot setup, because one word would solve everything. But he glowers between Metro stops, and when he finally discloses what bothers him, she says, “It’s really complicated.” Which it is not. All together now, as we telepathically chant the four words she needs to say.

So what happens is, Broken English establishes a sympathetic character, gets Parker Posey to make her real, and then grinds her in the gears of a plot we cannot believe. Surely these people are complex enough to have their futures settled by more than a Meet Cute and an Idiot Plot that can only hold out for two minutes? When the credits roll, we ask, along with Peggy Lee, “Is that all there is?” There is a very good movie named Before Sunset that begins more or less where this one ends. Which tells you something right there.
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Bill Murray (Don Johnston), Jeffrey Wright (Winston), Sharon Stone (Laura), Frances Conroy (Dora), Jessica Lange (Carmen), Tilda Swinton (Penny), Julie Delpy (Sherry), Alexis Dziena (Lolita), Chloë Sevigny (Carmen’s Assistant), Chris Bauer (Dan). Directed by Jim Jarmusch and produced by Jon Kilik and Stacey Smith. Screenplay by Jarmusch.



Broken Flowers stars Bill Murray as Don Johnston, a man who made his money in computers and now doesn’t even own one. To sit at the keyboard would mean moving from his sofa, where he seems to be stuck. As the film opens, his latest girlfriend (Julie Delpy) is moving out. She doesn’t want to spend any more time with “an over-the-hill Don Juan.” After she leaves, he remains on the sofa, listening to music. He reaches out for a glass of wine, changes his mind, lets the hand drop.

This is a man whose life is set on idle. His neighbor Winston (Jeffrey Wright), on the other hand, is a go-getter from Ethiopia who supports a wife and five kids with three jobs and still has time to surf the Net as an amateur detective. One day, Don receives a letter suggesting that twenty years ago he fathered a son and that a nineteen-year-old boy may be searching for him at this very moment. Don is unmoved by this intelligence, but Winston is energized; he extracts from Don the names of all the women who could possibly be the mother, and he supplies Don with plane tickets and an itinerary so that he can visit the candidates and figure out which one might have sent the letter.

“The letter is on pink stationery,” Winston says. “Give them pink flowers and watch their reaction.” Don nods, barely, and embarks on his journey—not to discover if he has a child so much as to discover if he wants a child. At one point, he phones Winston from the road, complaining that he has been supplied with conventional rental cars. Why couldn’t he have a Porsche? “I’m a stalker in a Taurus.”

No actor is better than Murray at doing nothing at all and being fascinating while not doing it. Buster Keaton had the same gift for contemplating astonishing developments with absolute calm. Keaton surrounded himself with slapstick, and in Broken Flowers, Jim Jarmusch surrounds Murray with a parade of formidable women.

First stop, Laura (Sharon Stone). Her husband was a NASCAR champion but “died in a wall of flame.” Her daughter (Alexis Dziena), who is named Lolita, offers Don her Popsicle and, unmistakably, herself. Neither daughter nor mother seems to know that the name Lolita has literary associations. Don does in fact spend the night with the mother, but we do not see precisely what goes on, and just as well: The sight of this passive and withdrawn man making love might be sad beyond calculation.

Second woman: Dora (Frances Conroy), who with her husband, Dan (Chris Bauer), is a Realtor, specializing in selling “quality prefabs” and currently living in a “wonderful example.” Don’s dinner with Dora and Dan grows unspeakably depressing after he asks the wrong question.

Third woman: Carmen (Jessica Lange), protected by her ambiguous assistant (Chloë Sevigny). Carmen is an “animal communicator,” who talks to people’s pets on their behalf. The movie doesn’t take cheap shots at this occupation but suggests Carmen maybe the real thing. “Is he saying something?” Don asks, as Carmen converses with her cat. Carmen: “He says you have a hidden agenda.”

The fourth woman, Penny (Tilda Swinton), has a front yard full of motorcycles and lives in an atmosphere that makes Don feel threatened, not without reason. There was a fifth possible candidate, who has been eliminated from Don’s list because, well, she’s dead.

Were any of these women the mother of his child? I will leave that for you, and Don, to discover. After the film’s premiere at Cannes, I observed: “Some actors give the kinds of performances where we want to get out of the room, stand on the lawn, and watch them through a window. Murray has the uncanny ability to invite us into his performance, into his stillness and sadness. I don’t know how he does it. A Bill Murray imitation would be a pitiful sight: Passive immobility, small gestures of the eyes, enigmatic comments, yes, those would be easy, but how does he suggest the low tones of crashing chaotic uncertainty?”

Jarmusch first came into focus in 1983 with Stranger than Paradise, about a slick New Yorker who gets an unexpected visit from his Hungarian cousin, who is sexy and naive and soon leaves to visit her aunt in Cleveland. Then followed a series of films of various degrees of wonderfulness; I have admired them all except for Dead Man (1995); the critic Jonathan Rosenbaum regards me sadly every time this title is mentioned. Jarmusch makes films about outsiders, but they’re not loners; they’re soloists. Murray’s character here is the ultimate Jarmusch soloist, in that he lacks even an instrument. His act is to walk onto the stage and not play.

How did Don fascinate these women in the first place? Why are most of them (relatively) happy to see him again? Perhaps they were simply curious. Perhaps they embodied nature, and he embodied a vacuum. At the end, there is an enigmatic scene that explains little or nothing. Still, it opens up the possibility that if Don ever did discover he had a son, he would try to do the right thing. That would mean he was doing something, and that would be a start.
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Danny Aiello (Frank Giorgio), Jane Curtin (Maureen Giorgio), Daniel Sauli (Michael Giorgio), Marisa Ryan (Lauren Giorgio-Wallace), Ian Kahn (Justin Wallace), Heather Burns (Kerry Miller). Directed by Kevin Jordan and produced by Darren Jordan, Kevin Jordan, and Chris Valentino. Screenplay by Kevin Jordan.



Danny Aiello is an actor to depend on when you want a tough guy with a tender side, a sweet guy who can turn hard, and Brooklyn Lobster is a movie founded on his ability to show those two sides without seeming to shift gears. It’s as if his nature is at war with itself. He loves his family with a genuine passion, and he runs a lobster house in Brooklyn that is his life’s blood, and he’s one of those guys, we all know a few, who thinks he expresses his love by the way he works so hard. It’s a surprise to him, and it hurts, when his wife of many years tells him, “I’ve been alone throughout this entire marriage.”

If you merge your family and your work, they are likely to go down together. It is Christmastime at Giorgio’s Lobster Bar in Brooklyn, as you can tell by the large inflated Santa lobster balloon that floats above the restaurant. But inside not all is well, even before the lobsters die. Frank Giorgio (Aiello) is in trouble: “My bank forecloses, and the FDIC puts a gun to my head.” His wife, Maureen (Jane Curtin), has moved out. His daughter, Lauren (Marisa Ryan), continues to run the bookkeeping side of the business, and knows better than anyone how desperate the situation is. Giorgio’s has been in the family since 1938, but opening a restaurant on top of the basic lobster business was a mistake.

Frank’s son, Michael (Daniel Sauli), might have been expected to take over as the third generation, but he got as far away as he could (Seattle) and is back now for the holidays with his fiancée, Kerry (Heather Burns). Her family has some money, and there’s the possibility that they might want to invest, and the excellent possibility that it would be a mistake for everybody.

Meanwhile, Frank, facing a bank auction and forced by law to advertise it, puts a tiny ad in the Pets section of the classified ads. He figures lobsters are pets. As faithful readers will know from my review of Aquamarine, he is right. Lobsters make perfect pets. As the French poet Nerval observed, lobsters are “peaceful, serious creatures, who know the secrets of the sea, and don’t bark.” Amazing, isn’t it, how that has come up twice in two recent reviews.

The movie, written and directed by Kevin Jordan, has a spontaneous, confident realism about it, and no wonder: It was inspired by his family’s business, Jordan’s Lobster Dock, in Brooklyn. I looked it up on the Web. It gets good reviews from CitySearch: prompt seating, good for groups, good for kids, but “Romantic? No.” And, warning: “Stay away from the corn in the platters.” Overcooked. The Village Voice says the whole steamed lobsters are “excellent, served with drawn butter” but says the illusion of a Maine lobster pound “is marred somewhat by the garish franchise restaurant next door.”

The Voice will be happy to learn that in Brooklyn Lobster, the Aiello character is given the opportunity to sell out to a garish franchise restaurant, and responds with garish language of his own. Meanwhile, his son moves into the cramped quarters above the restaurant and bunks with his dad, the fiancée camps out in a motel, Frank’s wife stays with her daughter, and there is every prospect that Christmas will be unhappy and New Year’s miserable. But watch the quiet way Jordan and his actors pull redemption out of the gloom. There is a subtle way that the father and son begin to share unspoken conclusions. There is the feeling that a restaurant that has been in the family since 1938 is more than a restaurant, and its absence will leave less than a family.

I first encountered Jordan’s work in 1999, when his Goat on Fire and Smiling Fish played at Toronto, charming audiences with its story of two brothers and their romantic and professional lives. It was picked up by distributors who insisted on renaming it. The new name: Smiling Fish and Goat on Fire.

Both Fish and Lobster have a strong feeling for family, and a way of allowing the action to grow out of the characters instead of being required by the script. People do goofy things in real life, including building a tent over their desk in the office or, in this film, taking out that ad in the Pets section. Watch Aiello try to remain self-righteous as he defends the placement of that ad. Brooklyn Lobster is a sweet and touching film, worth a visit. So, by the sound of it, is Jordan’s Lobster Dock, which is at 3165 Harkness Ave. in Brooklyn, telephone (718) 934–6300.
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Connie Nielsen (Sarah), Ulrich Thomsen (Michael), Nikolaj Lie Kaas (Jannik), Bent Mejding (Henning), Solbjorg Hojfeldt (Else). Directed by Susanne Bier and produced by Sisse Graum Olsen. Screenplay by Anders Thomas Jensen, based on the story by Bier.



Jannik has always been the embarrassment of the family, an aimless younger brother who, as Brothers opens, is being released from prison after committing a crime hardly worth his time and effort. Was he breaking the law simply to play his usual role in the family drama?

Michael is the good brother, a loving husband, a responsible father, a man who does his duty. When his Danish military unit is sent to Afghanistan, he goes without complaint, because he sees it as the right thing to do. Within a shockingly short time, his helicopter is shot down, and his wife, Sarah, is told he was killed.

Jannik, with no better choice, tries to do what he sees as his duty: to be kind to Sarah, to be a good uncle to the children, to help around the house. In subtle ways that are never underlined, he starts acting from a different script in his life; with Michael gone, a vacancy has been created in the family, and Jannik steps into it. Now he is the person you can trust.

It is not a spoiler to reveal that Michael was not killed in the helicopter crash, but captured by Afghan enemies. This is made clear very early; the movie is not about mysteries and suspense, but about behavior. As a prisoner he is treated badly, but his real punishment comes when his captors force an impossible choice upon him. If he wants to save his own life, he will have to take the life of a fellow prisoner, a man he likes, who is counting on him.

Strangely enough, this parallels Paul Schrader’s Dominion, in which a priest is told that if he doesn’t choose some villagers to be killed, the whole village will die. Michael’s choice is more direct: Either he will die, or the other prisoner will. In theory, Michael should choose death. Not so clear is what the priest should have done; theology certainly teaches him to do no evil, but does theology account for a world where good has been eliminated as a choice?

Michael saves his own life; let the first stones be cast by those who would choose to die. Eventually he is freed and returns home to find things somehow different. He is no longer able to subtly condescend to his screwed-up little brother because Jannik has changed. And Michael has changed too. Sarah senses it immediately. There is a torment in him that we know is an expression of guilt.

It shows itself in strange ways: in his anger, for example, about the new kitchen cabinets that Jannik installed in his absence, and at the love the children have for their uncle. And in Michael’s own relentlessly growing jealousy. “It’s all right if you did,” he tells his brother, “since you both thought I was dead. But I have to know: Did you make love?”

The answer to the question is simple (and perhaps not the one you expect). The meaning of the answer is very tricky, because Michael is a time bomb, waiting to explode. He has lost his view of himself in Afghanistan, and back at home in Denmark he cannot find it again, perhaps because the way is blocked by Jannik.

The movie was directed by Susanne Bier, who wrote a story that was turned into a screenplay by Anders Thomas Jensen. They worked together once before, on Open Hearts (2003), the story of a couple engaged to be married when the young man is paralyzed from the neck down in a senseless accident. Will she still love him? Will she stay with him? How does he feel about that? Bier and Jensen are drawn to situations in which every answer leads to a question.

The central performance in Brothers is by Connie Nielsen, as Sarah, who is strong, deep, and true. You may remember her from The Devil’s Advocate and Gladiator. What is she doing in a Danish movie? She is Danish, although this is her first Danish film.

The brothers are Ulrich Thomsen as Michael and Nikolaj Lie Kaas as Jannik. Both have to undergo fundamental transformations, and both must be grateful to Bier and Jensen for not getting all psychological on them. Brothers treats the situation as a real-life dilemma in which the characters behave according to how they are made and what they are capable of doing.

Like Open Hearts, this is the kind of movie that doesn’t solve everything at the end—that observes some situations are capable not of solution but only of accommodation. That’s more true to life than the countless movies with neat endings—happy endings, and even sad ones. In the world, sometimes the problem comes and stays forever, and the question with the hardest answer is, well, okay, how are you going to live with it?
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Matt Damon (Wilhelm Grimm), Heath Ledger (Jacob Grimm), Peter Stormare (Cavaldi), Lena Headey (Angelika), Jonathan Pryce (General Delatombe), Monica Bellucci (Mirror Queen). Directed by Terry Gilliam and produced by Daniel Bobker and Charles Roven. Screenplay by Ehren Kruger.



Terry Gilliam’s The Brothers Grimm is a work of limitless invention, but it is invention without pattern, chasing itself around the screen without finding a plot. Watching it is a little exhausting. If the images in the movie had been put to the service of a story we could care about, he might have had something. But the movie seems like a style in search of a purpose.

He begins with the Brothers Grimm, whose fairy tales enchant those lucky children whose parents still read to them. There is an eerie quality to the Grimm stories that’s lacking in their Hollywood versions; no modern version of Little Red Riding Hood approaches the scariness of the original story, where the Big Bad Wolf was generated not by computers but by my quaking imagination.

Gilliam’s intention is not to tell the fairy tales, however, although some of them have walk-ons in his movie; he makes the Brothers Grimm into con artists, circa 1796, who travel from village to village in Germany, staging phony magic and claiming it is real. Wilhelm Grimm (Matt Damon) is the hustler of the outfit, a mercenary cynic. His brother, Jacob (Heath Ledger), sort of believes in magic. It has been thus since “Jake” and “Will” were children, and Jacob sold the family cow for a handful of magic beans.

The con artists are unmasked by Delatombe (Jonathan Pryce), Napoleon’s man in Germany. But instead of punishing them, he dispatches the lads to the village of Marbaden, where children are missing and it appears that in the haunted forest “the trees themselves set upon them.” Delatombe’s bizarre torturer, Cavaldi (Peter Stormare), is sent along to be sure the Grimms deliver the goods; they are apparently supposed to be eighteenth-century ghostbusters, or maybe the equivalents of the Amazing Randi, unmasking fraud.

The problem is, the forest really is enchanted. A local huntswoman named Angelika (Lena Headey) knows it is and tries to convince the boys, who become convinced only that they love her. There is another romantic complication when the evil five-hundred-year-old Mirror Queen (Monica Bellucci) casts a spell over events; when the Grimms attempt to enter her castle and break the spell, they’re up against the real thing: A kiss from her can kill. Jacob is tempted. Considering that she is five hundred years old, I am reminded of Mark Twain’s first words after being shown an ancient Egyptian mummy: “Is he, ah … is he dead?”

A great deal more happens in The Brothers Grimm, and none of it is as easy to follow as I have made it sound. The film is constructed of elements that probably seemed like a great idea in themselves but have not been assembled into a narrative we can follow and care about. There is also the problem of who exactly Gilliam thinks the Brothers Grimm are. At times they seem like romantic heroes, at times like clowns, at times like fake magicians, at times like real ones. Their own fairy tales had the virtue of being tightly focused and implacable in their sense of justice: Misbehavior was cruelly punished as often as virtue was rewarded. Their strict code is lacking in the movie, which is based on shifting moral sands. At times the Grimms are liars and charlatans, at times brave and true. Those times seem chosen at the convenience of the movie.

Gilliam has always been a director who fills the screen with rich visual spectacle. In Brazil and 12 Monkeys and The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, in the past and in the future, his world is always hallucinatory in its richness of detail. Here the haunted forest is really very impressive, but to what end? In a movie like Tim Burton’s The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, the night and shadows hold real menace. Here the trees seem more like an idea than a danger. And the movie, for all of its fantastic striving, stays on the screen and fails to engage our imagination.
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Debbie Doebereiner (Martha), Dustin James Ashley (Kyle), Misty Dawn Wilkins (Rose), Omar Cowan (Martha’s Dad), Laurie Lee (Kyle’s Mother), David Hubbard (Pastor), Kyle Smith (Jake), Decker Moody (Detective Don). Directed by Steven Soderbergh and produced by Gregory Jacobs. Screenplay by Coleman Hough.



Steven Soderbergh’s Bubble approaches with awe and caution the rhythms of ordinary life itself. He tells the stories of three Ohio factory workers who have been cornered by life. They work two low-paying jobs, they dream of getting a few bucks ahead, they eat fast food without noticing it, two of them live with their parents, one of them has a car. Their speech is such a monotone of commonplaces that we have to guess about how they really feel, and sometimes, we suspect, so do they.

I haven’t made the movie sound enthralling. But it is. The characters are so closely observed and played with such exacting accuracy and conviction that Bubble becomes quietly, inexorably hypnotic. Soderbergh never underlines, never points, never uses music to suggest emotion, never shows the characters thinking ahead, watches appalled as small shifts in orderly lives lead to a murder.

Everything about the film—its casting, its filming, its release—is daring and innovative. Soderbergh, the poster boy of the Sundance generation (for sex, lies … and videotape sixteen years ago), has moved confidently ever since between commercial projects (Ocean’s Eleven) and cutting-edge experiments like Bubble. The movie was cast with local people who were not actors. They participated in the creation of their dialogue. Their own homes were used as sets. The film was shot quickly in high-definition video.

And when it opens in theaters, it will simultaneously play on HDNet cable and four days later be released on DVD. Here is an experiment to see if there is a way to bring a small art film to a larger audience; most films like this would play in a handful of big-city art houses, and you’d read this review and maybe reflect that it sounded interesting and then lose track of it. In a time when audiences are pounded into theaters with multimillion-dollar ad campaigns, here’s a small film with a big idea behind it.

As the film opens, Martha (Debbie Doebereiner) awakens, brings breakfast to her elderly father, picks up Kyle (Dustin James Ashley) at his mobile home, stops at a bakery, and arrives at the doll factory where they both work. He operates machinery to create plastic body parts. She paints the faces and adds the eyelashes and hair. During their lunch hour in a room of Formica and fluorescence, they talk about nothing much. He doesn’t have time to date. He’d like to get the money together to buy a car. He’d like a ride after work to his other job. Martha, who is fat and ten or fifteen years older than Kyle, watches him carefully, looking for clues in his shy and inward speech.

Rose (Misty Dawn Wilkins) begins work at the factory. She is introduced to the workforce and provides Kyle with a smile so small he may not even see it, but Martha does. How should we read this? In a conventional movie, Kyle would be attracted to Rose, and Martha would be jealous. But Bubble is more cautiously modulated. Martha, I believe, has never allowed herself to think Kyle would be attracted to her. What she wants from him is what she already has: a form of possession in the way he depends on her for rides and chats with her at lunch. Nor does Kyle seem prepared to go after Rose. He is shy, quiet, and withdrawn, smokes pot at home, keeps a low profile at work.

Rose at least represents change. She takes Martha along to a suburban house that she cleans, and Martha is shocked to find her taking a bubble bath. Rose explains that her apartment, which she shares with her two-year-old daughter, has only a shower. “I’m not too sure about her,” Martha tells Kyle. “She scares me a little.”

Rose asks Kyle out. In a bar, they share their reasons for dropping out of high school. Their date goes nowhere—not even when Rose gets herself asked into his bedroom—because Kyle is too passive to make a move, or maybe even to respond to one. He’s too beaten down by life. “I’m very ready to get out of this area,” says Rose, who observes that everybody is poor and there are no opportunities.

I am describing the events but not the fascination they create. The uncanny effect comes in large part from the actors. I learn that Debbie Doebereiner is the manager of a KFC. That Misty Dawn Wilkins is a hairdresser, and her own daughter plays her daughter in the movie. They are not playing themselves, but they are playing people they know from the inside out, and although Soderbergh must have worked closely with them, his most important work was in the casting: Not everybody could carry a feature film made of everyday life and make it work, but these three do. The movie feels so real a hush falls upon the audience, and we are made aware of how much artifice there is in conventional acting. You wouldn’t want to spend the rest of your life watching movies like this, because artifice has its uses, but in this film, with these actors, something mysterious happens.

I said there was a murder. That’s all I’ll say about it. The local police inspector (Decker Moody) handles the case. He is played by an actual local police inspector. We have seen a hundred or a thousand movies where a cop visits the crime scene and later cross-examines people. There has never been one like this. In the flat, experienced, businesslike way he does his job, and in the way his instincts guide him past misleading evidence, the inspector depends not on crime-movie suspense but on implacable logic. Bubble ends not with the solution to a crime but with the revelation of the depths of a lonely heart.

Some theater owners are boycotting Bubble because they hate the idea of a simultaneous release on cable and DVD. I think it’s the only hope for a movie like this. Let’s face it. Even though I call the film a masterpiece (and I do), my plot description has not set you afire with desire to see the film. Unless you admire Soderbergh or can guess what I’m saying about the performances, you’ll be there in line for Annapolis or Nanny McPhee. But maybe you’re curious enough to check it out on cable, or rent it on DVD, or put it in your Netflix queue. That’s how movies like this can have a chance. And how you can have a chance to see them.
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PG-13, 97 m., 2008


Jack Nicholson (Edward Cole), Morgan Freeman (Carter Chambers), Sean Hayes (Thomas), Rob Morrow (Dr. Hollins), Beverly Todd (Virginia Chambers). Directed by Rob Reiner and produced by Craig Zadan, Neil Meron, and Alan Greisman. Screenplay by Justin Zackham.



The Bucket List is a movie about two old codgers who are nothing like people, both suffering from cancer that is nothing like cancer, and setting off on adventures that are nothing like possible. I urgently advise hospitals: Do not make the DVD available to your patients; there maybe an outbreak of bedpans thrown at TV screens.

The film opens with yet another voice-over narration by Morgan Freeman, extolling the saintly virtues of a white person who deserves our reverence. His voice takes on a sort of wonderment as he speaks of the man’s greatness; it was a note that worked in The Shaw-shank Redemption and Million Dollar Baby, but not here, not when he is talking of a character played by Jack Nicholson, for whom lovability is not a strong suit.

Nicholson plays Edward, an enormously rich man of about seventy, who has been diagnosed with cancer, given a year to live, and is sharing a room with Carter (Freeman), about the same age, same prognosis. Why does a billionaire not have a private room? Why, because Edward owns the hospital, and he has a policy that all patients must double up, so it would look bad if he didn’t.

This is only one among countless details the movie gets wrong. Doesn’t Edward know that hospitals make lotsa profits by offering private rooms, “concierge service,” etc.? The fact is, Edward and Carter must be roommates to set up their Meet Cute, during which they first rub each other the wrong way, and then have an orgy of male bonding. Turns out Carter has a “bucket list” of things he should do before he kicks the bucket. Edward embraces this idea, announces, “Hell, all I have is money,” and treats Carter to an around-the-world trip in his private airplane, during which they will, let’s see, I have the itinerary right here, visit the pyramids, the Taj Mahal, Hong Kong, the French Riviera, and the Himalayas.

Carter is faithfully married to his loving wife, Virginia (Beverly Todd), who is remarkably restrained about seeing her dying husband off on this madcap folly. She doesn’t take it well, but I know wives who would call for the boys with butterfly nets. Edward, after four divorces, has no restraints, plenty of regrets, and uses his generosity to mask egotism, selfishness, and the imposition of his goofy whim on poor Carter. That his behavior is seen as somehow redemptive is perhaps the movie’s weirdest fantasy. Meanwhile, the codgers have pseudo-profound conversations about the Meaning of It All, and Carter’s superior humanity begins to soak in for the irascible Edward.

The movie, directed by Rob Reiner, is written by Justin Zackham, who must be very optimistic indeed if he doesn’t know that there is nothing like a serious illness to bring you to the end of sitcom clichés. I’ve never had chemo, as Edward and Carter must endure, but I have had cancer, and believe me, during convalescence after surgery the last item on your bucket list is climbing a Himalaya. It’s more likely to be topped by keeping down a full meal, having a triumphant bowel movement, keeping your energy up in the afternoon, letting your loved ones know you love them, and convincing the doc your reports of pain are real and not merely disguising your desire to become a drug addict. To be sure, the movie includes plenty of details about discomfort in the toilet, but they’re put on hold once the trots are replaced by the globetrotting.

Edward and Carter fly off on their odyssey, during which the only realistic detail is the interior of Edward’s private jet. Other locations are created, all too obviously, by special effects; the boys in front of the pyramids look about as convincing as Abbot and Costello wearing pith helmets in front of a painted backdrop. Meanwhile, we wait patiently for Edward to realize his inner humanity, reach out to his estranged daughter, and learn all the other life lessons Carter has to bestow. All Carter gets out of it is months away from his beloved family, and the opportunity to be a moral cheering section for Edward’s conversion.

I’m thinking, just once, couldn’t a movie open with the voice-over telling us what a great guy the Morgan Freeman character was? Nicholson could say, “I was a rich, unpleasant, selfish jerk, and this wise, nice man taught me to feel hope and love.” Yeah, that would be nice. Because what’s so great about Edward, anyway? He throws his money around like a pig and makes Carter come along for the ride. So what?

There are movies that find humor, albeit perhaps of a bitter, sardonic nature, in cancer. Some of them show incredible bravery, as in Mike Nichols’s Wit, with its great performance by Emma Thompson. The Bucket List thinks dying of cancer is a laff riot, followed by a dime-store epiphany. The sole redeeming merit of the film is the steady work by Morgan Freeman, who has appeared in more than one embarrassing movie but never embarrassed himself. Maybe it’s not Jack Nicholson’s fault that his role cries out to be overplayed, but it’s his fate, and ours.
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R, 110 m., 2007


Ashley Judd (Agnes White), Michael Shannon (Peter Evans), Harry Connick Jr. (Jerry Goss), Lynn Collins (R.C.), Brian F. O’Byrne (Dr. Sweet). Directed by William Friedkin and produced by Michael Ohoven, Holly Wiersma, Malcolm Petal, and Kimberly C. Anderson. Screenplay by Tracy Letts, based on his play.



William Friedkin’s Bug begins as an ominous rumble of unease and builds to a shriek. The last twenty minutes are searingly intense: A paranoid personality finds its mate, and they race each other into madness. For Friedkin, director of The Exorcist, it’s a work of headlong passion.

Its stars, Ashley Judd and Michael Shannon, achieve a kind of manic intensity that’s frightening not just in itself but because you almost fear for the actors. They’re working without a net.

The film is based on a play by Tracy Letts, an actor and playwright at Chicago’s Steppenwolf Theatre, that was a hit in Chicago and New York. In the film, we meet Agnes (Judd), a waitress in a honky-tonk lesbian bar, living in a shabby motel. Her violent ex-husband (Harry Connick Jr.), just out on parole, walks back into her life, still violent. At about the same time her gay friend, R.C. (Lynn Collins), drags in a stray with haunted eyes. This is the polite stranger named Peter (Shannon), who says he doesn’t want sex or anything else, is attentive and courteous, and is invited by Agnes to spend the night even though he seems (to us) like the embodiment of menace.

The story involves this man’s obsession with bugs that he believes infect his cells and may have been implanted by the government during his treatment for obscure causes after military service in the Gulf. We think he’s crazy. Agnes listens and nods and doesn’t want him to leave; she feels safer around him. He begins to seem weirder. This doesn’t bother her. With mounting urgency, she begins to share his obsession with bugs, and together they hurtle headlong into a paranoid fantasy that ties together in one perfect conspiracy all of the suspicions they’ve ever had about anything. There is a scene we’re not prepared for, in which they’re peering into a cheap microscope and seeing whatever they think they see.

Peter is mad, and Agnes’s personality seems to need him to express its own madness. Ashley Judd’s final monologue is a sustained cry of nonstop breathless panic, twisted logic, and sudden frantic insight that is a kind of behavior very rarely risked in or out of the movies. It may not be Shakespeare, but it’s not any easier.

Shannon, a member of the Red Orchid Theatre in Chicago, delivers his own nonstop, rapid-fire monologue of madness; he has a frightening speech that scares the audience but makes perfect sense to Agnes. His focus and concentration compares in some ways to Peter Greene’s work in Lodge Kerrigan’s frightening Clean, Shaven.

The film is lean, direct, unrelenting. A lot of it takes place in the motel room, which by the end has been turned into an eerie cave lined with aluminum foil, a sort of psychic air raid shelter against government emissions or who knows what else? “They’re watching us,” Peter says.

The thing about Bug is that we’re not scared for ourselves so much as for the characters in the movie. Judd and Shannon bravely cast all restraint aside and allow themselves to be seen as raw, terrified, and mad. The core of the film involves how quickly Judd’s character falls into sympathy with Shannon’s. She seems like a potential paranoid primed to be activated, and yet her transformation never seems hurried and is always convincing.

For Friedkin, the film is a return to form after some disappointments like Jade. It feels like a young man’s picture, filled with edge and energy. Some reviews have criticized Bug for revealing its origins as a play, since most of it takes place on one set. But of course it does. There is nothing here to “open up” and every reason to create a claustrophobic feel. Paranoia shuts down into a desperate focus. It doesn’t spread its wings and fly.


C

Caché [image: ] [image: ] [image: ] [image: ]

R, 121 m., 2006


Daniel Auteuil (Georges Laurent), Juliette Binoche (Anne Laurent), Maurice Benichou (Majid), Annie Girardot (Georges’ Mom), Bernard Le Coq (Georges’ Editor), Daniel Duval (Pierre), Lester Makedonsky (Pierrot Laurent), Walid Afkir (Majid’s Son). Directed by Michael Haneke and produced by Veit Heiduschka. Screenplay by Haneke.



The opening shot of Michael Haneke’s Caché shows the facade of a townhouse on a side street in Paris. As the credits roll, ordinary events take place on the street. Then we discover that this footage is a video and that it is being watched by Anne and Georges Laurent (Juliette Binoche and Daniel Auteuil). It is their house. They have absolutely no idea who took the video, or why it was sent to them.

So opens a perplexing and disturbing film of great effect, showing how comfortable lives are disrupted by the simple fact that someone is watching. Georges is the host of a TV program about books; yes, in France they have shows where intellectuals argue about books and an audience that actually watches them. Georges and Anne live in their book-lined house with their son, Pierrot Laurent (Lester Makedonsky), a teenager who is sulky and distracted in the way that teenagers can be when they have little to complain about except their discontent.

Another video arrives, showing the farmhouse where Georges and his family lived when he was a child. All the videos they receive will have the same style: a camera at some distance, simply looking. Many of the shots in the film itself are set up and filmed in the same way, so that Caché could be watching itself just as the videos watch the Laurents. No comment is made in the videos through camera position, movement, editing—or perhaps there is the same comment all the time: Someone wants them to know that they are being watched.

Another video arrives, showing a journey down a suburban street and into a building. Georges is able to freeze a frame and make out a street name; going off alone, he follows the path of the video and finds himself in front of a door in an apartment building. The person inside is someone he knows, but this person (whom I will not describe) is unlikely to be the author of the alarming videos.

Georges conceals the results of his trip from his wife. Then another video arrives, showing him speaking with the occupant of the apartment. Now there is a fierce argument between Georges and Anne: She cannot trust him, she feels. He must tell her who the person is. He will not. In a way, he cannot. She feels threatened by the videos, and now threatened because her husband may be withholding information she needs to know. Binoche trembles with fury as the wife who feels betrayed by her husband; Auteuil, a master of detachment, folds into himself as a man who simply cannot talk about his deepest feelings.

Meanwhile, their lives continue. Georges does the TV show. Their son goes to school. There is a dinner party, at which a story about a dog will give you something to recycle with great effect at your own next dinner party. Georges goes to visit his mother. He asks about events that happened in 1961, when he was a boy. His mother asks him if something is wrong. He denies it. She simply regards him. She knows her son, and she knows something is wrong.

I have deliberately left out a great deal of information, because the experience of Caché builds as we experience the film. There are parallels, for example, between the TV news that is often on in the background, and some of the events in Georges’ past. We expect that the mystery of the videos will be solved, explained, and make sense. But perhaps not. Here is a curious thing: In some of the videos, the camera seems to be in a position where anyone could see it, but no one ever does.

When Caché played at Cannes 2005 (where it won the prize for best direction), it had an English title, Hidden. That may be a better title than Caché, which can also be an English word, but more obscure. In the film, the camera is hidden. So are events in Georges’ life. Some of what he knows is hidden from his wife. The son keeps secrets from his parents, and so on. The film seems to argue that life would have gone on well enough for the Laurents had it not been for the unsettling knowledge that they had become visible, that someone knew something about them, that someone was watching.

The last shot of the film, like many others, is taken from a camera that does not move. It regards events on the outside staircase of a building. There are a lot of people moving around. Closer to us than most of them is a figure with her back turned, placed just to the right of center; given basic rules of composition, this is where our eye will fall if all else in the shot is equal. Many viewers will not notice another element in the shot. Stop reading now if you plan to see the film, and save the review …

… and now observe that two people meet and talk on the upper left-hand side of the screen. They are two characters we recognize, and who should not know each other or have any way of meeting. Why do they know each other? What does it explain, that they do? Does it explain anything? Are there not still questions without answers? Caché is a film of bottomless intrigue. “The unexamined life is not worth living,” said Socrates. An examined life may bring its own form of disquiet.

When Caché played at Cannes, some critics deplored its lack of a resolution. I think it works precisely because it leaves us hanging. It proposes not to solve the mystery of the videos but to portray the paranoia and distrust that they create. If the film merely revealed in its closing scenes who was sending the videos and why, it would belittle itself. We are left feeling as the characters feel, uneasy, violated, spied upon, surrounded by faceless observers. The nonexplanation supplied by the enigmatic last scene opens a new area of speculation that also lacks any solution or closure. And the secrets of Georges’ past reach out their guilty tendrils to the next generation.
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PG-13, 100 m., 2007


Joe Pantoliano (John Marino), Marcia Gay Harden (Mary Marino), Devon Gearhart (Chris Marino), Sophia Bairley (Dawn). Directed by Joseph Greco and produced by Joe Pantoliano and Bill Erfurth. Screenplay by Greco.



Canvas is a serious film about mental illness and a sentimental heart-warmer, and it succeeds in both ways. It tells the story of a ten-year-old whose mother is schizophrenic and whose father is loyal and loving but stretched almost beyond his endurance. The portrayal of schizophrenia in the film has been praised by mental health experts as unusually accurate and sympathetic; the story of the boy and his dad is a portrait of love under enormous stress.

Writer-director Joseph Greco says the film, his first feature, was influenced by his own childhood with a schizophrenic mother. Even the father’s determination to build a sailboat comes from Greco’s own life. His film benefits from persuasive, moving performances from all three leads: Joe Pantoliano as John Marino, a construction worker; Marcia Gay Harden as Mary, his wife; and Devon Gearhart as their young son, Chris. There is also an affecting performance by Sophia Bairley as Dawn, a schoolmate who becomes Chris’s friend and confidant.

As the film opens, Mary is just a little too demonstrative in her love for Chris, whom she possibly hasn’t seen for a while. That night Chris is awakened by flashing blue lights through the window; his mother has had a panic attack, and his father and the police are bringing her back to the house. She is under medication, which doesn’t seem to be working, and on another night, when she runs wild through a rainstorm, the police handcuff her “for her own safety,” and she is committed to an asylum.

All of this is very hard on Chris, as cruel schoolmates taunt him about his crazy mother. When his father, desperate for distraction, begins to build a sailboat in the driveway, Chris begins to hear that his dad is crazy, too. He is a wise, solemn kid, but it all begins to get to him, especially when his mother inappropriately crashes his precious birthday party for a few friends in a local arcade.

The more movies I see, the more I wonder at what actors can do. Consider Joe Pantoliano. Famous for The Sopranos, established as a character actor playing gangster and comic types, known by everyone including himself as “Joey Pants,” he has a role here that most people would never think of him for, and he brings it tenderness and depth. He still loves his wife and yearns for her return to health. He loves his son but isn’t always perceptive enough of his needs. He spends money that he doesn’t have on the boat. He has worked hard for twenty years and has a boss who isn’t fair with him. Pantoliano brings to all of these dimensions a confidence and understanding that is a revelation; how many other actors are trapped by typecasting and have such unexplored regions within their talent?

Marcia Gay Harden finds a fine balance between madness and the temptations of overacting. Yes, she runs wild sometimes but always as a human being, not as a caricature. And as the son, Devon Gearhart, who is at the center of many of the crucial scenes, has an unaffected and natural sincerity that is effective and convincing. I have noticed recently several performances by children that have a simplicity and grace that adults can only envy.

The film’s ending may be more upbeat than the characters could hope for in real life, but it doesn’t cave in to neat solutions. One scene in particular looks like a manufactured happy ending until the camera pulls back and provides a context for it. Canvas is a heart-warmer, as I said, a touching story of these people for whom the only response to mental illness is love.
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PG-13, 107 m., 2006


Debbie Brown (Kate), Eriq Ebouaney (Jean Claude), Nthati Moshesh (Lindiwe), Morne Visser (Morne), Quanita Adams (Sharifa), David Isaacs (Habib), Kamo Masilo (Thabo), Nick Boraine (Stephen van Heern). Directed by Mark Bamford and produced by Suzanne Kay Bamford and Genevieve Hofmeyr. Screenplay by Mark and Suzanne Kay Bamford.



In Cape Town, one of the most beautiful cities on Earth, we meet people who move uncertainly into their own futures. The iron curtain separating the races has lifted, and they are all (except one) citizens on equal footing, but Mark Bamford’s Cape of Good Hope is a postapartheid film in which the characters are less concerned with politics than with matters of the heart. Of course, political and economic concerns drift in (they do regardless of whether we admit it), but the title is a good one, standing not only for that point at the bottom of Africa where the Indian and Atlantic oceans meet, but also for good hope itself, about love, choices, and the future.

The movie belongs to a genre that has been named “hyperlink cinema” by the critic Alissa Quart in Film Comment. She suggests the structure was invented by Robert Altman, and Altman certainly brought it into modern times and made it particularly useful for showing interlocking stories in a world where lives seem to crash into each other heedlessly. Crash, indeed, is an example of the genre, as are Altman’s The Player and Short Cuts, and such films as Traffic, Syriana, City of God, Amores Perros, and Nine Lives.

Cape of Good Hope transports the hyperlink movie to South Africa, to show how lives previously divided by race and class now connect more unpredictably. Two women (one white, one Indian) work at an animal shelter with a refugee from the Congo. We meet an African maid and her mother and son, a white veterinarian, an older woman trying to fool herself into romance with a younger man, and others whose lives are more connected than they realize. Most of the hidden connections eventually have positive results; this is a movie with characters we care about, living ordinary lives with reasonable goals.

Kate (Debbie Brown) is the white woman who runs the animal shelter. She has never married, is having an affair with a married man. Her best friend is Sharifa (Quanita Adams), a Muslim woman who works with her at the shelter; Sharifa is married to Habib (David Isaacs), and they are a childless couple who argue over their inability to conceive a child. One day Kate meets young Thabo (Kamo Masilo), a boy who lives in a nearby African township. He has a clever dog named Tupac (when will the hyperlinks end?), and Kate hires him and his dog to entertain at the shelter’s open house. Through Thabo we meet his mother, Lindiwe (Nthati Moshesh), the maid, and his grandmother, who is conspiring to marry Lindiwe to an elderly but affluent local minister. Oh, and Kate has dealings with a veterinarian named Morne (Morne Visser), who likes her, although she seems to prefer the detachment of an affair.

These characters are introduced briskly in their everyday lives against the backdrop of the Cape Town suburb of Hout Bay, one of those communities that are strung along the lower slopes of Table Mountain, which so benevolently looks down on rich and poor, happy and miserable.

For me, the most interesting character it overlooks is Jean Claude (Eriq Ebouaney, who played the title role in Lumumba and had a key role in Brian de Palma’s Femme Fatale). He is a French-speaking refugee from the violence of the Congo who works at the animal shelter cleaning the cages. On Sundays, he volunteers at the Cape Town Observatory. As a volunteer, his official job is to sweep and clean, although he often engages young students in stories of the universe that leave them goggle-eyed. Jean Claude in fact has a Ph.D. in astronomy, but like the Beirut surgeon in Yes who works in London as a waiter, he cannot as a refugee find the employment he was trained for. There is a colossal irony when Jean Claude is fired by the head of the observatory because government policy dictates that such jobs should go to locals. “But I am not paid!” he points out. Nevertheless, he has to go.

Jean Claude meets Lindiwe and her son, Thabo, falls in love with her, is idolized by the boy, is an alternative to the loathed elderly minister. But if his application for Canadian citizenship comes through, will he have to leave her behind? Meanwhile, Kate continues to befriend Thabo, which leads her to an after-dark visit to a nearby African township where, as any city-smart person should know, she might not be entirely safe wandering the streets by herself. These stories are intercut, or hyperlinked, to reveal more and unexpected connections. Will Kate dump the married man and find room in her life for the veterinarian? Will Sharifa and her husband be able to conceive? Do Jean Claude and Lindiwe have a future? And what about the dog at the shelter who was trained to attack blacks? Will it learn to get along with all races in the new South Africa?

While we are absorbed in these stories, while some of the characters appeal enormously to us, we are at the same time being drawn subtly into the emerging South African multiracialism. What Cape of Good Hope argues, I think, is that we live in sad times if political issues define our lives. When politics do not create walls (as apartheid did), most people are primarily interested in their families, their romances, and their jobs. They hope to improve all three. The movie is about their hope.

The movie was directed by Mark Bamford; his wife, Suzanne Kay Bamford, cowrote and coproduced. At the Toronto festival, they told me they were Americans who were unable to interest Hollywood in the stories they wanted to tell. They moved to Cape Town “for one year” and are still there after four. Ironically, their screenplay for Cape of Good Hope attracted the interest of Hollywood, but the studios wanted to use an American cast to play the South Africans. That would have lost the particular local flavor that is one of the film’s assets.
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R, 114 m., 2005


Philip Seymour Hoffman (Truman Capote), Catherine Keener (Nelle Harper Lee), Clifton Collins Jr. (Perry Smith), Chris Cooper (Alvin Dewey), Bruce Greenwood (Jack Dunphy), Bob Balaban (William Shawn), Amy Ryan (Marie Dewey), Mark Pellegrino (Dick Hickock). Directed by Bennett Miller and produced by Caroline Baron, William Vince, and Michael Ohoven. Screenplay by Dan Futterman, based on the book Capote by Gerald Clarke.



On November 15, 1959, Truman Capote noticed a news item about four members of a Kansas farm family who were shotgunned to death. He telephoned William Shawn, editor of the New Yorker, wondering if Shawn would be interested in an article about the murders. Later in his life Capote said that if he had known what would happen as a result of this impulse, he would not have stopped in Holcomb, Kansas, but would have kept right on going “like a bat out of hell.”

At first Capote thought the story would be about how a rural community was dealing with the tragedy. “I don’t care one way or the other if you catch who did this,” he tells an agent from the Kansas Bureau of Investigation. Then two drifters, Perry Smith and Richard Hickock, are arrested and charged with the crime. As Capote gets to know them, he’s consumed by a story that would make him rich and famous, and destroy him. His “nonfiction novel,” In Cold Blood, became a best-seller and inspired a movie, but Capote was emotionally devastated by the experience and it hastened his death.

Bennett Miller’s Capote is about that crucial period of fewer than six years in Capote’s life. As he talks to the killers, to law officers, and to the neighbors of the murdered Clutter family, Capote’s project takes on depth and shape as the story of conflicting fates. But at the heart of his reporting is an irredeemable conflict: He wins the trust of the two convicted killers and essentially falls in love with Perry Smith, while needing them to die to supply an ending for his book. “If they win this appeal,” he tells his friend Harper Lee, “I may have a complete nervous breakdown.” After they are hanged on April 14, 1965, he tells Harper, “There wasn’t anything I could have done to save them.” She says: “Maybe, but the fact is you didn’t want to.”

Capote is a film of uncommon strength and insight, about a man whose great achievement requires the surrender of his self-respect. Philip Seymour Hoffman’s precise, uncanny performance as Capote doesn’t imitate the author so much as channel him, as a man whose peculiarities mask great intelligence and deep wounds.

As the story opens, Capote is a well-known writer (of Breakfast at Tiffany’s, among others), a popular guest on talk shows, a man whose small stature, large ego, and affectations of speech and appearance make him an outsider wherever he goes. Trying to win the confidence of a young girl in Kansas, he tells her: “Ever since I was a child, folks have thought they had me pegged because of the way I am, the way I talk.” But he was able to enter a world far removed from Manhattan and write a great book about ordinary Midwesterners and two pathetic, heartless killers. Could anyone be less like Truman Capote than Perry Smith? Yet they were both mistreated and passed around as children, had issues with distant and remote mothers, had secret fantasies. “It’s like Perry and I grew up in the same house, and one day he went out the back door and I went out the front,” he tells Harper Lee.

The film, written by Dan Futterman and based on the book Capote by Gerald Clarke, focuses on the way a writer works on a story and the story works on him. Capote wins the wary acceptance of Alvin Dewey (Chris Cooper), the agent assigned to the case. Over dinner in Alvin and Marie Dewey’s kitchen, he entertains them with stories of John Huston and Humphrey Bogart. As he talks, he studies their house like an anthropologist. He convinces the local funeral director to let him view the mutilated bodies of the Clutters. Later, Perry Smith will tell him he liked the father, Herb Clutter: “I thought he was a very nice, gentle man. I thought so right up until I slit his throat.”

On his trips to Kansas, Capote takes along a southern friend from childhood, Harper Lee (Catherine Keener). So long does it take him to finish his book that Lee in the meantime has time to publish her famous novel, To Kill a Mockingbird, sell it to the movies, and attend the world premiere with Gregory Peck. Harper Lee is a practical, grounded woman who clearly sees that Truman cares for Smith and yet will exploit him for his book. “Do you hold him in esteem, Truman?” she asks, and he is defensive: “Well, he’s a gold mine.”

Perry Smith and Dick Hickock are played by Clifton Collins Jr. and Mark Pellegrino. Hickock is not developed as deeply as in Richard Brooks’s film In Cold Blood (1967), where he was played by Scott Wilson; the emphasis this time is on Smith, played in 1967 by Robert Blake and here by Collins as a haunted, repressed man in constant pain who chews aspirin by the handful and yet shelters a certain poetry; his drawings and journal move Capote, who sees him as a man who was born a victim and deserves not forgiveness but pity.

The other key characters are Capote’s lover, Jack Dunphy (Bruce Greenwood), and his editor at the New Yorker, William Shawn (Bob Balaban). “Jack thinks I’m using Perry,” Truman tells Harper. “He also thinks I fell in love with him in Kansas.” Shawn thinks In Cold Blood, when it is finally written, is “going to change how people write.” He prints the entire book in his magazine.

The movie In Cold Blood had no speaking role for Capote, who in a sense stood behind the camera with the director. If Capote had simply flipped the coin and told the story of the Clutter murders from Capote’s point of view, it might have been a good movie, but what makes it so powerful is that it looks with merciless perception at Capote’s moral disintegration.

“If I leave here without understanding you,” Capote tells Perry Smith during one of many visits to his cell, “the world will see you as a monster. I don’t want that.” He is able to convince Smith and Hickock to tell him what happened on the night of the murders. He learns heartbreaking details, such as that they “put a different pillow under the boy’s head just to shoot him.” Capote tells them he will support their appeals and help them find another lawyer. He betrays them. Smith eventually understands that and accepts his fate. “Two weeks, and finito,” he tells Capote as his execution draws near. Another good line for the book.
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G, 118 m., 2006


Voices of: Owen Wilson (Lightning McQueen), Paul Newman (Doc Hudson), Bonnie Hunt (Sally Carrera), Larry the Cable Guy (Mater), George Carlin (Fillmore), Paul Dooley (Sarge), Cheech Marin (Ramone), Jenifer Lewis (Flo), Tony Shalhoub (Luigi), Michael Wallis (The Sheriff), Richard Petty (The King), Michael Keaton (Chick Hicks), John Ratzenberger (Mack). Directed by John Lasseter and produced by Darla K. Anderson. Screenplay by Dan Fogelman, Lasseter, Kiel Murray, and Phil Lorin.



I wouldn’t have thought that even in animation a 1951 Hudson Hornet could look simultaneously like itself and like Paul Newman, but you will witness that feat, and others, in Cars. This is the new animated feature by John Lasseter (Toy Story, A Bug’s Life); it tells a bright and cheery story and then has a little something profound lurking around the edges. In this case, it’s a sense of loss.

What have we lost? The movie’s hero, a racing car named Lightning McQueen (voice by Owen Wilson), has just lost a big race, and then one day on the highway he goes astray and rolls into the forgotten hamlet of Radiator Springs, in Carburetor County. This was a happenin’ town back when Route 66 was the way to get from Chicago to L.A., passing through Flagstaff, Arizona, and don’t forget Winona. But now the interstates and time itself have passed it by, and the town slumbers on, a memory of an earlier America.

Lightning’s dream is to win the Piston Cup, the grand prix of American racing. He’s on his way to the race when he gets lost and then, more humiliating, impounded. Once released, he meets the population of Radiator Springs, led by Doc Hudson (Paul Newman), who maybe an old-timer but probably knows something about Hudsons that Lightning doesn’t: Because of their “step-down design,” they had a lower center of gravity than the Big 3 models of their time and won stock car races by making tighter turns.

Other citizens include Mater (rhymes with tow-mater) the Tow Truck (Larry the Cable Guy), Sally the sexy Porsche (Bonnie Hunt), Fillmore the hippie VW bus (George Carlin), and Sarge the veteran Jeep (Paul Dooley). Tractors serve as the cows of Radiator Springs and even chew their cud, although what that cud consists of I’m not sure. Fan belts, maybe.

The message in Cars is simplicity itself: Life was better in the old days, when it revolved around small towns where everybody knew each other, and around small highways such as Route 66, where you made new friends, sometimes even between Flagstaff and Winona. This older America long has been much beloved by Hollywood, and apparently it survives in Radiator Springs as sort of a time capsule.

Doc Hudson, it turns out, was a famous race car in his day. That leads up to a race in which the vet and the kid face off, although how that race ends I would not dream of revealing. What I will reveal, with regret, is that the movie lacks a single Studebaker. The 1950s Studebakers are much beloved by all period movies, because they so clearly signal their period, from the classic Raymond Loewy—designed models to the Golden Hawk, which left Corvettes and T-Birds eating its dust. Maybe there’s no Hawk in Radiator Springs because then Doc Hudson would lose his bragging rights.

The movie is great to look at and a lot of fun but somehow lacks the extra push of the other Pixar films. Maybe that’s because there’s less at stake here, and no child-surrogate to identify with. I wonder if the movie’s primary audience, which skews young, will care much about the 1950s and its cars. Maybe they will. Of all decades, the 1950s seems to have the most staying power; like Archie and Jughead, the decade stays forever young, perhaps because that’s when modern teenagers were invented.
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R, 108 m., 2005


Heath Ledger (Casanova), Sienna Miller (Francesca Bruni), Oliver Platt (Paprizzio), Jeremy Irons (Bishop Pucci), Lena Olin (Andrea Bruni), Charlie Cox (Giovanni), Natalie Dormer (Victoria). Directed by Lasse Hallstrom and produced by Betsy Beers, Mark Gordon, and Leslie Holleran. Screenplay by Jeffrey Hatcher and Kimberly Simi.



I have just been idly paging through volume three of Casanova’s Memoirs, which covers the circa 1753 time frame of Lasse Hallstrom’s new film. Casanova was a busy man. He found himself in Parma (“perplexities concerning my female traveling companion”), Bologna (“Henriette resumes the dress of her sex”), Geneva (“unpleasant adventure with an actress”), Venice (“adventure with the Marchetti girl”), Paris (“I practice cabalism for the duchess of Chartres”), Padua (“her father refuses and puts her in a convent”), and Vicenza (“my tragicomic scene at the inn”). That he also found the will and the way to undertake the adventures in this film is explained only because it is fictional.

Its most imaginary aspect might appear to be his love affair with a swashbuckling cross-dressing feminist named Francesca Bruni, but, as we have seen, he had already met a cross-dresser in 1753 and, for that matter, had been one. As for feminism as it existed at that time, all its beliefs seem to have included the implicit footnote “except for Casanova.” What is accurate about the movie is that he was the quarry of the Inquisition and doomed to be locked up in the infamous dungeon reached from the Ducal Palace by the Bridge of Sighs, which even then had tourists lined up three deep on the nearby Ponte della Paglia, awaiting the invention of the Instamatic.

Casanova was such a genuinely fascinating person, so tireless, seductive, brilliant, revolutionary, and daring, that Hallstrom’s Casanova hardly does him justice. He was a magician, an author, a lawyer, the secretary to a cardinal, a politician, and a violinist; invented the national lottery; was a spy and a diplomat; and has been played by Bela Lugosi, Donald Sutherland, Peter O’Toole, and now by Heath Ledger, whose other current film, Brokeback Mountain, has him playing a gay cowboy, a role that eluded Casanova only because cowboys hadn’t been invented yet.

The film is no more implausible than Casanova’s actual adventures. It shows him returning in Venice (he did), running across the rooftops (he did) while being chased by the Inquisition (he was) and protected by the ruler of Venice, the doge (also true). The doge orders him to get married. He selects the virginal Victoria (Natalie Dormer), only to find she is already affianced to Giovanni (Charlie Cox), whose sister Francesca (Sienna Miller) is a feminist who dons male garb and impersonates Giovanni after her brother (Giovanni, that is) challenges Casanova to a sword fight. She is the more skilled swordsperson, and Casanova, keen student of swordsmanship, transfers his lust to her, only to learn that she is engaged to Paprizzio (Oliver Platt), who is, according to my notes, “the lard king of Genoa.”

It must be a wondrous thing to be the lard king of Genoa, and I would have wished Casanova time to quiz Paprizzio about his lofty estate, but the Inquisition is fed up with Casanova’s flaunting of morality and appoints Pucci (Jeremy Irons) to apprehend and imprison him. By this time Casanova has grown somewhat weary, although when he resumes his real-life Autobiography it still has eight more volumes of tireless lubricity to go. As I watched the film, I kept having flash-forwards, or were they flash-sidewayses, to the forthcoming film The Libertine, in which Johnny Depp plays a Casanova wannabe who spends so much time sticking his nose into other people’s business that it eventually falls off and has to be replaced by a silver one.

I also had flashbacks to Dangerous Beauty (1998), a film about romance and Venice that is so much better than Casanova that you might as well just go ahead and rent it. Catherine McCormick stars as a woman who is forced by circumstances to become a courtesan and so convincingly entertains King Henry of France that he saves Venice from the Turkish fleet.

I quote from my review:

“‘What do you yearn for, King Henry?’ asks Veronica. ‘Your tears,’ he says, pressing a knife to her throat. ‘I don’t think so,’ she says, and a shadow of doubt crosses his face. ‘Then what do I yearn for?’ he asks. She graces him with a cold smile: ’Why don’t we find out?’ Cut to the next morning, as the doge and other nobles nervously await the king’s reappearance. He emerges, settles himself somewhat painfully on a cushion, and says, ‘You’ll get your ships.’”

That the new Casanova lacks such wit is fatal. Ledger is a good actor, but Hallstrom’s film is busy and unfocused, giving us the view of Casanova’s ceaseless activity but not the excitement. It’s a sitcom when what is wanted is comic opera.

The fictional character of Francesca Bruni is, oddly enough, not making her first appearance in a film about Casanova. In the 1954 comedy Casanova’s Big Night, she is courted by Pippo Popolino (Bob Hope), a Casanova impersonator who puts on a mask and tries to seduce her.

“Take your mask off!” Francesca (Joan Fontaine) tells him.

“I couldn’t do that,” he says. “I haven’t got anything on underneath it.”
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R, 102 m., 2007


Sean Biggerstaff (Ben), Emilia Fox (Sharon), Shaun Evans (Sean), Michelle Ryan (Suzy), Stuart Goodwin (Jenkins), Michael Dixon (Barry). Directed and produced by Sean Ellis. Screenplay by Ellis.



You may have seen Cashback on cable. It was a nineteen-minute short subject from 2005 that was nominated for an Oscar, and maybe should have won, about a grocery store clerk who made time go faster by stopping it. All the other humans in the store froze in place, and the kid, an art student, was free to undress them for a life class right then and there (I think this is a federal offense).

The kid, named Ben, was played by Sean Biggerstaff, aka Oliver Wood, the Gryffindor Quidditch captain, in the first two Harry Potter films. The film was written and directed by Sean Ellis, a fashion photographer who was rumored to be making a feature about the same idea, and now has. With admirable thrift, he has included every minute of his original short; that was made possible because all the original actors were available.

What he has added is a lot of introspection for his hero, plus loneliness and self-analysis and so much soft-core nudity you’d think Russ Meyer was back in town. The MPAA’s R rating cites “graphic nudity”; that means not only that they are nude, but that you can see that they are nude. The film itself is whimsical and gentle and actually a date movie, even if it’s frank about the desire of a great many young people to see other young people as nature supplied them. No, really, they actually do feel that way, even if they are not old enough to get past the R rating, which may come as news to the MPAA.

As the film opens, Ben begins a voice-over narration that will last pretty much all the way through and, to begin with, replaces what his angry ex-girlfriend Suzy (Michelle Ryan) said when they broke up. Whatever she was saying involves a lot of the upper front teeth overlapping the lower lip. Ben is morose at the loss of Suzy, can’t sleep at night, and goes on the midnight shift at Sainsbury’s (oh, the film is set in England). Then he begins to freeze time. To tell you the truth, I am not sure if he actually stops time or only fantasizes that he does; the second possibility is probably more likely.

There’s a checkout clerk at the store named Sharon (Emilia Fox), who has one of those faces that looks at yours and makes friends. Ben begins to think less about Suzy. The heart of the movie involves his courtship with Sharon, which is mostly conducted by Sharon. He hangs out with a posse of male friends (the usual assorted geek, playboy, and loser types), who advise him in love, a subject which for them seems largely theoretical.

Ben and Sharon spend a lot of time talking, and Ben in his voice-over spends a lot of time talking about them talking, and that’s a breakthrough right there, because so many teen romances in the movies operate on the premise of love at first sight and do not realize that while you should like someone in order to make out with them, getting beyond second base requires actual dialogue.

The movie is lightweight, as it should be. It doesn’t get all supercharged. Ben and Sharon, despite setbacks, are delighted to be admired by such wonderful partners, and we are happy for them. And that’s about it. Even though this movie stops time, it did not require a science adviser.
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PG-13, 144 m., 2006


Daniel Craig (James Bond), Eva Green (Vesper Lynd), Mads Mikkelsen (Le Chiffre), Judi Dench (M), Jeffrey Wright (Felix Leiter), Giancarlo Giannini (Mathis). Directed by Martin Campbell and produced by Barbara Broccoli and Michael G. Wilson. Screenplay by Neal Purvis, Robert Wade, and Paul Haggis, based on the novel by Ian Fleming.



Casino Royale has the answers to all my complaints about the forty-five-year-old James Bond series, and some I hadn’t even thought of. It’s not that I didn’t love some of the earlier films, like some, dislike others, and so on, as that I was becoming less convinced that I ever had to see another one.

This movie is new from the get-go. It could be your first Bond. In fact, it was the first Bond; it was Ian Fleming’s first 007 novel, and he was still discovering who the character was. The longtime Saltzman-Broccoli producing team could never get their hands on the rights until now, despite earlier misadventures by others using the same title, and maybe it’s just as well, because it provides a fresh starting place. And it returns to the family fold; with her father’s passing, Barbara Broccoli is producer.

Yes, Daniel Craig makes a superb Bond: leaner, more taciturn, less sex-obsessed, able to be hurt in body and soul, not giving a damn if his martini is shaken or stirred. That doesn’t make him the best Bond, because I’ve long since given up playing that pointless ranking game; Sean Connery was first to plant the flag, and that’s that. But Daniel Craig is bloody damned great as Bond, in a movie that creates a new reality for the character.

Year after year, attending the new Bond was like observing a ritual. There was the opening stunt sequence that served little purpose except to lead into the titles; the title song; Miss Moneypenny; M with an assignment of great urgency to the Crown; Q with some new gadgets; an archvillain; a series of babes, some treacherous, some doomed, all frequently in stages of undress; the villain’s master plan; Bond’s certain death and a lot of chases. It could be terrific, it could be routine, but you always knew about where you were in the formula.

With Casino Royale, we get to the obligatory concluding lovey-dovey on the tropical sands, and then the movie pulls a screeching U-turn and starts up again with the most sensational scene I have ever seen set in Venice, or most other places. It’s a movie that keeps on giving.

This time, no Moneypenny, no Q, and Judi Dench is unleashed as M, given a larger role, and allowed to seem hard-eyed and disapproving to the reckless Bond. This time, no dream of world domination, but just a bleeding-eyed rat who channels money to terrorists. This time a poker game that is interrupted by the weirdest trip to the parking lot I’ve ever seen. This time, no laser beam inching up on Bond’s netherlands, but a nasty knotted rope actually whacking his hopes of heirs.

And this time, no Monte Carlo, but Montenegro, a fictional casino resort, where Bond checks into the Hotel Splendid, which is in fact, yes, the very same Grand Hotel Pupp in Karlovy Vary where Queen Latifah had her culinary vacation in Last Holiday. That gives me another opportunity to display my expertise on the Czech Republic by informing you that Pupp is pronounced poop, so no wonder it’s the Splendid.

I never thought I would see a Bond movie where I cared, actually cared, about the people. But I care about Bond, and about Vesper Lynd (Eva Green), even though I know that (here it comes) a Martini Vesper is shaken, not stirred. Vesper Lynd, on the other hand, is definitely stirring, as she was in Bertolucci’s wonderful The Dreamers. Sometimes shaken, too. Vesper and James have a shower scene that answers, at last, why nobody in a Bond movie ever seems to have any real emotions.

A review should not be a list. So I should not enumerate all the scenes I liked. But I learn from IMDb that the special credit for the “free running” scenes of Sebastien Foucan refers to the sensational opening Madagascar foot chase in which Foucan practices parkour, or the ability to run at walls and angles and bounce off them to climb or change direction; Jackie Chan could do similar feats.

Which brings up another thing. Most of the chases and stunts in Casino Royale take place in something vaguely approximating real space and time. Of course I know they use doubles and deceptive camera angles and edits to cover impossibilities, but the point is: They try to make it look real.

Recently, with the advent of portable cameras and computerized editing, action movies have substituted visual chaos for visual elegance. I think the public is getting tired of action sequences that are created in postproduction. I’ve been swamped with letters complaining about The Bourne Ultimatum. One guy said, “Why don’t critics admit they’re tired of it?” Actually, we’re tired of writing about how tired of it we are.

The plot centers on a marathon high-stakes poker game, in which Bond will try to deprive Le Chiffre (Mads Mikkelsen) of ten million or more pounds that would go to finance terrorism. Le Chiffre (The Cypher) has problems on his own because he owes big-time money to the people who supply it to him. The director, Martin Campbell, builds suspense in the extended poker game by not being afraid to focus for long seconds on the eyes of the two main opponents, which is all the more effective because Le Chiffre’s left eye has tears of blood, inspiring a classic Bond line. Bond’s absences from the table are of more than ordinary interest.

This is Campbell’s second Bond picture, after Golden Eye (1995), but he breaks with his own and everyone else’s tradition. He’s helped by Craig, who gives the sense of a hard man, wounded by life and his job, who nevertheless cares about people and right and wrong. To a certain degree, the earlier Bonds were lustful technicians. With this one, since he has a big scene involving a merchant’s house in Venice, we can excuse ourselves for observing that if you prick him, he bleeds. [image: ]
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PG-13, 108 m., 2008


Ewan McGregor (Ian Blaine), Colin Farrell (Terry Blaine), Tom Wilkinson (Uncle Howard), Sally Hawkins (Kate), Hayley Atwell (Angela Stark). Directed by Woody Allen and produced by Letty Aronson, Stephen Tenenbaum, and Gareth Wiley. Screenplay by Allen.



Woody Allen’s Cassandra’s Dream is about two brothers, one single and modestly successful, one struggling but in a happy relationship, who are both desperate to raise money and agree to commit a crime together. The identical premise is used in Sidney Lumet’s Before the Devil Knows You’re Dead, which is like a master class in how Allen goes wrong.

The Lumet film uses actors (Ethan Hawke and Philip Seymour Hoffman) who don’t look like brothers but feel like brothers. Allen’s actors (Ewan McGregor and Colin Farrell) look like brothers but don’t really feel related. Lumet’s film involves family members in a crime that seems reasonable but goes spectacularly wrong. Allen has a family member propose a crime that seems spectacularly unreasonable and goes right, with, however, unforeseen consequences. One of the brothers in both movies is consumed with guilt. And so on.

Lumet seems comfortable with his milieu, middle-class affluence in a New York suburb. Allen’s milieu is not and perhaps never will be the Cockney working class of London, and his actors seem as much tourists as he is. Nevertheless, they plug away, in a plot that is intrinsically absorbing at times even with so much going against it.

McGregor and Farrell play Ian and Terry Blaine, Ian a partner in his dad’s restaurant, Terry a hard-drinking, chain-smoking garage mechanic. Terry at least seems comfortable with his life and his supportive girlfriend (Sally Hawkins), although he dreams of getting rich quick; he gambles unwisely at the dog tracks. Ian also wants cash, and not only for a fishy-sounding opportunity to invest in California hotels. While driving a classic Jaguar borrowed from the garage where his brother works, he meets a high-maintenance sexpot actress (Hayley Atwell) and presents himself as a “property speculator” far richer than he is.

The brothers share a dream to own a boat. Terry wins big at the track, enough to buy a rusty bilge bucket, fix it up, and have a great day sailing with their two girls. But then Terry loses big-time, owes ninety thousand pounds, and discovers that guys are after him to break his legs. That’s when rich Uncle Howard (Tom Wilkinson) returns from China (or somewhere) to make a proposition. His business empire is built on fraud, a colleague is about to squeal, and Howard wants the boys to do him a favor and murder the man.

Wilkinson, always a cool persuader, couches this in terms of family loyalty. That convinces the boys not nearly as much as does their own desperation. What happens I will not detail. This stretch of the movie does work and involves us, but then the lads run smack into an ending that was, to me, completely possible but highly unsatisfactory. Its problem is its sheer blundering plausibility. Allen’s great Match Point (2005), on the other hand, also about crime and social con games, had an ending that was completely implausible and sublimely satisfactory. Remember how that ring falls at the end? What is fiction for, if not to manipulate the possible?



Chaos no stars

NO MPAA RATING, 78 m., 2005


Kevin Gage (Chaos), Stephen Wozniak (Frankie), Kelly K. C. Quann (Sadie), Sage Stallone (Swan), Chantal Degroat (Emily), Maya Barovich (Angelica), Ken Medlock (Sheriff). Directed by David DeFalco and produced by Steven Jay Bernheim. Screenplay by DeFalco.



Chaos is ugly, nihilistic and cruel—a film I regret having seen. I urge you to avoid it. Don’t make the mistake of thinking it’s “only” a horror film, or a slasher film. It is an exercise in heartless cruelty and it ends with careless brutality. The movie denies not only the value of life but also the possibility of hope.

The movie premiered in late July at Flashback Weekend, a Chicago convention devoted to horror and exploitation films. As I write, it remains unreviewed in Variety, unlisted on Rotten Tomatoes. As an unabashed retread of The Last House on the Left (itself inspired by Ingmar Bergman’s The Virgin Spring), it may develop a certain notoriety, but you don’t judge a book by its cover or a remake by its inspiration. A few Web writers have seen it and try to deal with their feelings:

“What is inflicted upon these women is degrading, humiliating, and terrible on every level.”

—Capone, Ain’t It Cool News

“Disgusting, shocking, and laced with humiliation, nudity, profanity, and limit-shoving tastelessness.”

—John Gray, Pitofhorror.com

“What’s the point of this s—t anyway?”

—Ed Gonzalez, slantmagazine.com

But Capone finds the film “highly effective” if “painful and difficult to watch.” And Gray looks on the bright side: David DeFalco “manages to shock and disturb as well as give fans a glimpse of hope that some people are still trying to make good, sleazy exploitation films.” Gonzalez finds no redeeming features, adding, “DeFalco directs the whole thing with all the finesse of someone who has been hit on the head one too many times (is this a good time to say he was a wrestler?).”

I quote these reviews because I’m fascinated by their strategies for dealing with a film that transcends all barriers of decency. There are two scenes so gruesome I cannot describe them in a newspaper, no matter what words I use. Having seen it, I cannot ignore it, nor can I deny that it affected me strongly: I recoiled during some of the most cruel moments, and when the film was over I was filled with sadness and disquiet.

The plot: Angelica and Emily (Chantal Degroat and Maya Barovich) are UCLA students, visiting the country cabin of Emily’s parents, an interracial couple. They hear about a rave in the woods, drive off to party, meet a lout named Swan (Sage Stallone), and ask him where they can find some Ecstasy. He leads them to a cabin occupied by Chaos (Kevin Gage), already wanted for serial killing, Frankie (Stephen Wozniak), and Sadie (Kelly K. C. Quann). They’re a Manson family in microcosm. By the end of the film, they will have raped and murdered the girls, not always in that order. Nor does the bloodshed stop there. The violence is sadistic, graphic, savage, and heartless. Much of the action involves the girls weeping and pleading for their lives. When the film pauses for dialogue, it is often racist.

So that’s it. DeFalco directs with a crude, efficient gusto, as a man with an ax makes short work of firewood. Gage makes Chaos repulsive and cruel, Quann is effective as a pathetic, dim-witted sex slave, and the young victims are played with relentless sincerity; to the degree that we are repelled by the killers and feel pity for the victims, the movie “works.” It works, all right, but I’m with Gonzalez: Why do we need this s—t?
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PG, 115 m., 2005


Johnny Depp (Willy Wonka), Freddie Highmore (Charlie Bucket), David Kelly (Grandpa Joe), Helena Bonham Carter (Mrs. Bucket), Noah Taylor (Mr. Bucket), Missi Pyle (Mrs. Beauregarde), James Fox (Mr. Salt), Deep Roy (Oompa Loompa), Christopher Lee (Dr. Wonka), Julia Winter (Veruca Salt), AnnaSophia Robb (Violet Beauregarde), Jordan Fry (Mike Teavee), Philip Wiegratz (Augustus Gloop). Directed by Tim Burton and produced by Brad Grey and Richard D. Zanuck. Screenplay by John August, based on the book by Roald Dahl.



Now this is strange. Charlie and the Chocolate Factory succeeds in spite of Johnny Depp’s performance, which should have been the high point of the movie. Depp, an actor of considerable gifts, has never been afraid to take a chance, but this time he takes the wrong one. His Willy Wonka is an enigma in an otherwise mostly delightful movie from Tim Burton, where the visual invention is a wonderment.

The movie is correctly titled. Unlike Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory (1971), which depends on Gene Wilder’s twinkling air of mystery, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory is mostly about—Charlie. Young Charlie Bucket (Freddie Highmore) is so plucky and likable, and comes from such an eccentric and marvelous household, that the wonders inside the chocolate factory are no more amusing than everyday life at the Bucket residence.

The Buckets live in a house that leans crazily in all directions and seems to have been designed by Dr. Caligari along the lines of his cabinet. The family is very poor. Charlie sleeps in a garret that is open to the weather, and his four grandparents all sleep (and live, apparently) in the same bed, two at one end, two at the other. His mother (Helena Bonham Carter) maintains the serenity of the home, while his father (Noah Taylor) seeks employment. Grandpa Joe (David Kelly) remembers the happy decades when he and everyone else in the neighborhood worked in the chocolate factory.

Alas, fifteen years before the story begins, Willy Wonka dismissed his employees and locked his factory gates. Yet the world still enjoys Wonka products; how does Willy produce them? One day, astonishingly, Wonka announces a contest: For the five lucky children who find golden tickets in their Wonka Bars, the long-locked factory gates will open, and Willy will personally escort them through the factory. A special surprise is promised for one of them. Of course Charlie wins one of the tickets, not without suspense.

This stretch of the film has a charm not unlike Babe or the undervalued Babe: Pig in the City. A metropolis is remade to the requirements of fantasy. Tim Burton is cheerfully inventive in imagining the city and the factory, and the film’s production design, by Alex McDowell, is a wonder. David Kelly, as Grandpa Joe, is a lovable geezer who agrees to accompany Charlie to the factory; you may remember him racing off naked on a motorcycle in Waking Ned Devine (1998). And young Freddie Highmore, who was so good opposite Depp in Finding Neverland, is hopeful and brave and always convincing as Charlie.

The problem is that this time, he finds Neverland. Depp may deny that he had Michael Jackson in mind when he created the look and feel of Willy Wonka, but moviegoers trust their eyes, and when they see Willy opening the doors of the factory to welcome the five little winners, they will be relieved that the kids brought along adult guardians. Depp’s Wonka—his dandy’s clothes, his unnaturally pale face, his makeup and lipstick, his hat, his manner—reminds me inescapably of Jackson (and, oddly, in a certain use of the teeth, chin, and bobbed hairstyle, of Carol Burnett).

The problem is not simply that Willy Wonka looks like Michael Jackson; it’s that in a creepy way we’re not sure of his motives. The story of Willy and his factory has had disturbing undertones ever since it first appeared in Roald Dahl’s 1964 novel (also named after Charlie, not Willy). Nasty and frightening things happen to the children inside the factory in the book and both movies; perhaps Willy is using the tour to punish the behavior of little brats, while rewarding the good, poor, and decent Charlie. (How does it happen that each of the other four winners illustrates a naughty childhood trait? Just Willy’s good luck, I guess.)

We see the wondrous workings of the factory in the opening titles, a CGI assembly-line sequence that swoops like a roller coaster. When the five kids and their adult guardians finally get inside, their first sight is a marvel of imagination: a sugary landscape of chocolate rivers, gumdrop trees, and (no doubt) rock candy mountains. Behind his locked doors, Willy has created this fantastical playground for—himself, apparently. As the tour continues, we learn the secret of his workforce: He uses Oompa Loompas, earnest and dedicated workers all looking exactly the same and all played, through a digital miracle, by the vaguely ominous Deep Roy. We’re reminded of Santa’s identical helpers in Polar Express.

It is essential to the story that the bad children be punished. Their sins are various: Veruca Salt (Julia Winter) is a spoiled brat; Violet Beauregarde (AnnaSophia Robb) is a competitive perfectionist; Mike Teavee (Jordan Fry) approaches the world with the skills and tastes he has learned through video games; and Augustus Gloop (Philip Wiegratz) likes to make a little pig out of himself.

All of these children meet fates appropriate to their misdemeanors. I might be tempted to wonder if smaller children will find the movie too scary, but I know from long experience with the first film that kids, for some reason, instinctively know this is a cautionary tale, and that even when a character is suctioned up by a chocolate conduit, all is not lost.

Charlie and his grandfather join wide-eyed in the tour, and there are subplots, especially involving Violet Beauregarde, before the happy ending. What is especially delightful are the musical numbers involving the Oompa Loompas, who seem to have spent a lot of time studying Hollywood musicals. The kids, their adventures and the song-and-dance numbers are so entertaining that Depp’s strange Willy Wonka is not fatal to the movie, although it’s at right angles to it.

What was he thinking of? In Pirates of the Caribbean, Depp was famously channeling Keith Richards, which may have primed us to look for possible inspirations for this performance. But leaving Pirates aside, can anyone look at Willy Wonka and not think of Michael Jackson? Consider the reclusive lifestyle, the fetishes of wardrobe and accessories, the elaborate playground built by an adult for the child inside. What’s going on here?

But here is the important thing: Depp’s miscalculated performance seems to exist almost outside the movie. It’s fun despite his character. Charlie and the Chocolate Factory has its own life and energy, generated by Charlie and Grandpa Joe and their wacky household, by the other kids, by the special effects, and by the Oompa Loompas. While Willy pursues his mysterious concerns, the adventures go on without him.
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Tom Hanks (Charlie Wilson), Julia Roberts (Joanne Herring), Philip Seymour Hoffman (Gust Avrakotos), Amy Adams (Bonnie Bach), Ned Beatty (Doc Long), Om Puri (President Zia). Directed by Mike Nichols and produced by Gary Goetzman. Screenplay by Aaron Sorkin, based on the book by George Crile.



Charlie Wilson’s War is said to be based on fact, and I have no reason to doubt that. It stars Tom Hanks as Representative Charles Wilson, a swinging, hard-drinking, coke-using liberal Democrat from Texas who more or less single-handedly defeated the Russians in Afghanistan. Yes. The Soviets withdrew in 1989, the Berlin Wall fell, the Cold War was over, and Ronald Reagan got all the credit. How could Wilson’s operation have taken place without anyone knowing? If Ollie North’s activities could, why not these?

Here’s how it all happened, told in a sharp-edged political comedy directed by Mike Nichols and written by Aaron (The West Wing) Sorkin. Charlie Wilson, whose personal life was, shall we say, untidy, was popular in the Second Congressional District of Texas because he never met a pork-barrel project he didn’t like, especially if it meant federal funds for the Second Congressional District of Texas. Apart from that, nobody back home much cared that he was a good ol’ boy who liked company in a hot tub and was rarely without a drink in his hand.

He had a soft spot for a right-wing Houston millionaire socialite named Joanne Herring (Julia Roberts), a sometime TV talk show hostess, who hated the commies and wanted them to stop killing the brave Afghans. She had some connections, since she was an honorary consul to Pakistan. She told Charlie the Afghans need weapons to shoot down Russian helicopters. Since he was on the Defense Appropriations Subcommittee, he was ideally placed to help them.

Problem was, the United States couldn’t afford to have American-made weapons found in Afghanistan. Herring’s solution: The Israelis had lots of shoulder-mounted Soviet-made antiaircraft weapons, which they could supply to the Afghans through the back channel of Pakistan. What? asks Charlie. Pakistan and Israel working together?

Herring arranges for Wilson to meet her personal friend President Zia, the military dictator of Pakistan, who hates the Russians as much as she does. Zia sends him on a heartbreaking tour of Pakistan’s refugee camps for displaced Afghans. Charlie finds the one man in the CIA who can actually help him: the pot-bellied, chain-smoking, hard-drinking outsider Gust Avrakotos (Philip Seymour Hoffman, with a squirrelly little mustache). Gust knows just the Israeli for them to talk to.

They will need money. The United States was then supplying the Afghan freedom fighters with a useless $5 million a year, but Charlie was a master at glad-handing, elbow-bending, and calling in favors, and that amount was quietly raised to $1 billion a year, all secret, because it was CIA funding, you see. With the use of some personal diplomacy and a Texas belly-dancer flown from Houston to Cairo, Charlie pulls off the deal.

All true, they say. Mrs. Herring, who was earlier Mrs. King and later Mrs. Davis, even agrees. Check out her Web site: joanneherring.com. She grew up in a house modeled on Mount Vernon and looks not totally unlike Julia Roberts. What is remarkable about the collaboration of Nichols and Sorkin is that they make this labyrinthine scheme not only comprehensible but wickedly funny, as Charlie Wilson uses his own flaws and those of others to do a noble deed. Well, it was noble at the time, although unfortunately, the “freedom fighters” later became the Taliban, and some of those weapons were no doubt used against American helicopters. As the man says, you can plan plans, but you can’t plan results.

You might think Tom Hanks was miscast as the lovable sinner. Dennis Quaid, maybe, or Woody Harrelson. But Hanks brings something unique to the role: He plays a man spinning his wheels, bored with the girls and parties, looking for something to bring meaning to his slog through the federal bureaucracy. He and Gust (a perfect name) are well-matched. “Do you drink?” he asks the CIA man on their first meeting. “Oh, God, yes.” Gust has been fighting for years to budge the CIA on Afghanistan, and now the right congressman falls into his hands.

Nichols fills the edges of the screen with unforced humor. There are “Charlie’s Angels,” his congressional staff of buxom young women, all of them smart. There’s Charlie’s special assistant, Bonnie, played by the lovable, fresh-faced Amy Adams (Junebug, Enchanted), who cleans up after him, gives him good advice, keeps his schedule, and adores him. And there is the presence of Hoffman himself, a smoldering volcano of frustration and unspent knowledge. It’s hard to see how Charlie could have ended the Cold War without him, and impossible to see how Gust and Bonnie could have ended it without Charlie. The next time you hear about Reagan ending it, ask yourself if he ever heard of Charlie Wilson.
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Steve Martin (Tom “Dad” Baker), Bonnie Hunt (Kate “Mom” Baker), Eugene Levy (Jimmy Murtaugh), Piper Perabo (Nora Baker), Hilary Duff (Lorraine Baker), Alyson Stoner (Sarah Baker), Taylor Lautner (Eliot Murtaugh), Tom Welling (Charlie Baker), Jacob Smith (Jake Baker), Kevin Schmidt (Henry Baker), Carmen Electra (Sarina Murtaugh). Directed by Adam Shankman and produced by Shawn Levy and Ben Myron. Screenplay by Sam Harper, based on the novel by Frank B. Gilbreth Jr. and Ernestine Gilbreth Carey.



Cheaper by the Dozen 2 is the kind of title, like The Other Side of the Mountain 2, that starts you wondering why they didn’t call it This Side of the Mountain. Or, more to the point, Even Cheaper by Two Dozen. All sequel titles tell you is that if you liked the doughnuts, why not buy another box. At which your mother would tell you to save some room for dinner, and I would suggest a new movie.

Still, as I watched this sequel, a certain good feeling began to make itself known. Yes, the movie is unnecessary. On the other hand, it is unnecessary at a higher level of warmth and humor than the recent remake Yours, Mine and Ours. And it has more plausible parents, even though neither one, so far as I know, is played by an actor who has any children.

Steve Martin, whose adamant loner in Shop-girl is possibly autobiographical (he wrote the original novel), uses his status as a non-accumulator of kids as a basis for Dad Baker here, who is affectionate but not soppy. And Bonnie Hunt, as Mom, is the kind of mother who understands she essentially has a job in management. I am not even a little surprised that Hunt has three brothers and three sisters and used to work as a nurse in the oncology ward at Northwestern Memorial Hospital in Chicago.

What I liked the most about the second Dozen, however, was another performance, the one by Alyson Stoner as their daughter Sarah. As a girl poised on the first scary steps of adolescence, she finds the kind of vulnerability and shy hope that Reese Witherspoon projected in The Man in the Moon (1991), which contains a first kiss so sweet you remember it fifteen years later.

In Sarah’s case, romance finds her after her parents assemble the Fabulous Baker Boys and Girls for one last summer at a rented lake cottage. Kids are growing up fast. The daughters played by Hilary Duff and Piper Perabo have already flown the coop, college is looming for others, and the parents want to assemble the whole brood.

Since their earlier summer at the ramshackle beach rental on Lake Winnetka, Dad Baker’s high school rival, Jimmy Murtaugh (Eugene Levy), has erected his own gargantuan family home, the Boulders, directly across the waters. He’s made a lot more money than Tom Baker, whose job as a college football coach evaporates in some vague dialogue. The two fathers resume their lifelong rivalry, and Murtaugh shows off at a fancy Fourth of July clambake at the lake club, where the fireworks go off prematurely and destroy everything in sight. It is a rule of the cinema that all fireworks always go off prematurely except those used in sex scenes, and sometimes then, too.

Countering these predictabilities is the wonderful little subplot. For Sarah Baker and Eliot Murtaugh (Taylor Lautner), it’s first love at first sight. This leads Sarah to experiment with makeup, because like all girls her age she is convinced she is an ugly duckling. God, thirteen can be horrible. I remember as a high school freshman, standing around at the Tigers’ Den teenage hangout in Urbana, Illinois, cupping my hand to my mouth and checking to see if I had bad breath. At any given moment there would be half a dozen other kids also sniffing in dread and suspicion, all of us chewing Doublemint like crazy. If some girl had told us she didn’t dance with boys who chewed gum, we would have gone home and wept ourselves to sleep.

Anyway, Dozen 2 remembers that kind of suffering, and the way kids are supersensitive. Any teasing, however slight, however kind, however well-meaning, comes as a crushing blow. Mom Baker (Hunt) sees what’s happening, calls Sarah “sweetheart,” and sympathizes, but what’s especially touching is when Sarah’s older sister Lorraine (Hilary Duff) takes her upstairs and expertly applies the right style of makeup for a girl that age—which means, in effect, that when Sarah tremulously exposes herself to the family view, she looks absolutely lovely and you really can’t notice much makeup at all. I personally couldn’t see any, but then I hardly notice makeup unless we’re talking Tommy Lee Jones as Two-Face in Batman Forever.

Speaking of makeup, Jimmy Murtaugh’s new wife of six months’ standing is Sarina, played by Carmen Electra, and the movie surprises us by making her nice. She’s sexy, yes, but she really cares for her eight new stepkids, intervenes with her husband’s monstrous ego, and passes the acid test, which is that Bonnie Hunt’s character accepts her as (provisionally) human.

The movie is otherwise about what you’d expect. As family movies go, it skews younger than the better Rumor Has It and The Family Stone. It’s a lot better than Yours, Mine and Ours, which has inexplicably grossed more than $45 million, all of which could have been more usefully dropped into Santa’s little red bucket outside the theater.
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With the voices of: Zach Braff (Chicken Little), Joan Cusack (Abby Mallard), Steve Zahn (Runt of the Litter), Amy Sedaris (Foxy Loxy), Mark Walton (Goosey Loosey), Garry Marshall (Buck Cluck), Don Knotts (Mayor Turkey Lurkey), Patrick Stewart (Mr. Woolensworth), Wallace Shawn (Principal Fetchit), Fred Willard (Melvin [Alien Dad]), Catherine O’Hara (Tina [Alien Mom]). Directed by Mark Dindal and produced by Randy Fullmer. Screenplay by Steve Bencich and Ron J. Friedman.



As the hero of a story, Chicken Little is the poultry equivalent of the Boy Who Cried Wolf. Once you understand their mistakes, their stories are over and attention passes to the results of their errors. In Chicken Little’s case, the sky was not falling. In the case of the Boy Who Cried Wolf, I cannot remember if he was eaten by one, but he was asking for it.

There is one way for Chicken Little to redeem himself, and that would be for the sky to actually fall. Chicken Little, a new animated cartoon from Disney, wisely takes this approach and even provides an explanation: Earth is being attacked from outer space. When Chicken Little claims he was hit on the head by a chunk of blue sky and the townspeople think it was only an acorn, the chicken is telling the truth.

The movie takes place in an all-purpose small town named Oakey Oaks, where chameleons change color while functioning as traffic signals. In a salute to the original British children’s story, the film has a Turkey Lurkey (he’s the mayor) and a Foxy Loxy (she’s foxy, all right, but not very nice) and even a Goosey Loosey (Mark Walton, who will be cautious in adding this credit to his résumé). Chicken Little is voiced by Zach Braff; his father, Buck Cluck (Garry Marshall), obviously moved here from Brooklyn.

The plot: Chicken Little thinks the sky is falling, and he seems to be mistaken. He is ambushed and hounded by the press. There are no skies of mass destruction. He is shamed and humiliated. His friends loyally stand by him; they would be the goths, nerds, geeks, and outsiders in a human town: Abby (the Ugly Duckling) Mallard, voiced by Joan Cusack; Fish Out of Water, who wears a diver’s helmet filled not with air but water and is not voiced because he doesn’t talk, and you couldn’t hear him anyway; and Runt of the Litter (Steve Zahn), who is so fat he can hardly see his stomach, let alone his feet.

Will Chicken Little ever be able to hold his head up again? In an attempt to redeem himself, he joins the town baseball team, but even though he plays in the big game, this sequence feels, frankly, as if the plot is killing time. That’s because it is.

Then the heavy-duty plotting arrives, as the town is attacked by animated versions of the alien creatures, who remind us of Spielberg’s War of the Worlds crossed with other alien-invasion pictures. Does Chicken Little save the day? Let’s put it this way: Here is a movie where you don’t have to wonder what a bear does in the woods.

The problem, I think, lies with the story. As a general rule, if a movie is not about baseball or aliens from outer space and you have to use them anyway, you should have started with a better premise. The best animated films are based on sturdy fables that deserve retelling (Beauty and the Beast), new stories involving archetypal emotions (Finding Nemo), or satire (The Incredibles). Chicken Little seems uncomfortably close to the Three Little Pigs and other not-ready-for-prime-time players. Yes, it’s funny how they involve animal traits in the daily affairs of the town, and yes, the voice talent (especially Marshall and such verbal originals as Wallace Shawn, Fred Willard, and Don Knotts) is sometimes funny just because of the performers.

The movie did make me smile. It didn’t make me laugh, and it didn’t involve my emotions, or the higher regions of my intellect, for that matter. It’s a perfectly acceptable feature cartoon for kids up to a certain age, but it doesn’t have the universal appeal of some of the best recent animation.
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Jonathan Rhys Meyers (George Hogg), Radha Mitchell (Lee Pearson), Chow Yun Fat (Jack Chen), Michelle Yeoh (Madame Wang), David Wenham (Barnes), Guang Li (Shi Kai). Directed by Roger Spottiswoode and produced by Arthur Cohn, Wieland Schulz-Keil, Peter Loehr, Jonathan Shteinman, and Martin Hagemann. Screenplay by James MacManus and Jane Hawksley.



George Hogg is a British journalist sent to China to cover the 1930s war involving Japanese invaders and communist and nationalist Chinese. It’s surprising he survived a day. Inexperienced and naive, he journeys into unfamiliar territory and spends way too much time standing in full view and taking photos. Some of the photos have real news value, such as a series involving a Japanese massacre of civilians, but, of course, the Japanese capture him and the photos.

This leads to the first of two moments when Hogg (Jonathan Rhys Meyers) is seconds from death; an executioner’s sword seems already slicing down from the sky when he’s rescued by a Chinese nationalist named Chen (Chow Yun Fat). Later he’s rescued again, by a beautiful British woman named Lee Pearson (Radha Mitchell), a brave heroine who roams the countryside on horseback by herself, bringing food and medical help to the countless displaced people who need it.

She had a civilian occupation before necessity thrust this mission upon her. Soon Hogg finds the same thing happens to him: Lee takes him to an orphanage, puts him in charge of sixty children, and tells him he must feed and educate them, and tend to their health. How can he do that? Hogg has no training, but Lee gives him no choice. He teaches himself.

All of this seems impossible, but Roger Spottiswoode’s film is based on fact; there was a real George Hogg. After he stars in an embarrassing public demonstration of the usefulness of flea powder, Hogg travels by mule to a nearby city where Madame Wang (Michelle Yeoh) runs a business dealing in seed, grains, and perhaps other things. He convinces her they are in business together: She gives him the seeds and shares in the harvest.

The scenes of Hogg making the orphanage into a functioning community transform the movie from an unlikely adventure into an absorbing life story. The filmmaking is careful but not original; one kid is a rebel, one kid is a quick learner, and so on, and there is a goat that bleats every time it is on the screen. Hogg and the children miraculously restore a rusty generator, coax crops from the stony soil, and hold English classes (“Table! Table! Chair! Chair!”), although I am not sure why twelve-year-old orphans in the middle of China in the late 1930s needed to learn English. Math, maybe?

Thrown out of their orphanage, Hogg and the orphans make an exhausting five-hundred-mile trek across snow-covered mountains to find refuge. When they finally reach their destination, they gaze in silence, and the goat gets one close-up when it doesn’t bleat. During this stretch of film, Hogg has fallen in love with Lee, and we learn that Chen and Madame Wang have, as they say, a history. Other secrets are revealed, but they come a little too quickly after the film’s leisurely middle passages.

The Children of Huang Shi tells an engrossing story of a remarkable man, but nevertheless it’s underwhelming. Dramatic and romantic tensions never coil very tightly, as the film settles into a contented pace. The photography is awesome, especially scenes set in the Gobi desert, which yes, they travel across, although not the whole way, I’m sure. I’m pleased to have seen the film and it has a big heart, but that doesn’t make it urgent viewing.

Note: The R rating is earned by some very mild, nonexplicit lovemaking, some violence, some drug content. Nothing so strong it would bother teenagers, who might enjoy this film more than I did.
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Clive Owen (Theodore Faron), Julianne Moore (Julian Taylor), Michael Caine (Jasper Palmer), Chiwetel Ejiofor (Luke), Charlie Hunnam (Patric), Clare-Hope Ashitey (Kee), Peter Mullan (Syd), Pam Ferris (Miriam). Directed by Alfonso Cuaron and produced by Marc Abraham, Eric Newman, Hilary Shor, Iain Smith, and Tony Smith. Screenplay by Cuaron, Timothy J. Sexton, David Arata, Mark Fergus, and Hawk Ostby, based on the novel by P. D. James.



It is above all the look of Children of Men that stirs apprehension in the heart. Is this what we are all headed for? The film is set in 2027, when assorted natural disasters, wars, and terrorist acts have rendered most of the world ungovernable, uninhabitable, or anarchic. Britain stands as an island of relative order, held in line by a fearsome police state. It has been eighteen years since Earth has seen the birth of a human child.

We see today on the news the devastation of Baghdad, the latest city that has fallen through the safety net of civilization. We remember the war zones of Beirut, Algiers, Belfast, Vietnam. Surely it could not happen here? For a time after 9/11 it seemed anarchy might be unloosed upon our world, but now we have domestic calm, however transient.

Watching Children of Men, which creates a London in ruins, I realized after a point that the sets and art design were so well done that I took it as a real place. Often I fear it will all come to this, that the rule of law and the rights of men will be destroyed by sectarian mischief and nationalistic recklessness. Are we living in the last good times?

There is much to be said about the story of Children of Men, directed by Alfonso Cuaron and based on a lesser-known novel by P. D. James, who usually writes about a detective. But the story, like the stories of Metropolis, Nosferatu, or Escape from New York, is secondary to the visual world we are given to regard. Guerrilla fighters occupy abandoned warehouses. The homeless live in hovels. Immigrants are rounded up and penned in cages. The utilities cannot be depended upon. There are, most disturbing of all, no children. Only dogs and cats remain to be cared for and cherished.

As the film opens, the TV news reports that the world’s youngest person has been stabbed to death in Buenos Aires because he declined to give an autograph. Theo Faron (Clive Owen), the film’s hero, watches the news in a café and then leaves with his paper cup in his hand. Seconds later, a bomb destroys the café. This is essential: Faron is terrified. He crouches, and fear freezes his face. This will not be like conventional action pictures where the hero never seems to fear death.

Owen’s character, indeed, seems to be central to the film’s mood. He is tired, depressed, fearful, pessimistic. So is everyone else. They will all grow old and die, and then there won’t be anybody else. We could imagine an aging society in which everyone lived in con dos and the world was a vast retirement haven, but who would till the fields? Can you imagine a retirement home in which the decrepit fight over cans of peaches?

Britain, as the last functioning nation, has closed its borders, is deporting anyone who is not a citizen, and is engaged in a war between the establishment and a band of rebels who support immigrant rights. Faron is kidnapped by this group, headed by Julian Taylor (Julianne Moore), who was once his lover; they lost a child. Her associate, Luke (Chiwetel Ejiofor, in another unexpected character), backs her up with muscle and wisdom. Interestingly, there seems to be no racial prejudice in this Britain; they don’t care what color you are, as long as you were on board before they pulled up the life rope. Julian’s group wants Faron’s influence to get travel papers for Kee (Clare-Hope Ashitey) so the young woman can be smuggled out of the country and to refuge in a rumored safe haven. Kee is a key to the future; the movie’s advertising tells you why, but I will not.

The center of the film involves the journey toward the coast that Faron and Kee undertake with Julian, Luke, and Miriam (Pam Ferris), who is both watchdog and nurse. Along the way they are pursued by homeland security troops, and there is a chase scene with one of the most sudden and violent moments I have ever seen in a film. Not all of the chases in all of the Bournes equal this one, shot in a single take by one camera, for impact.

Their journey involves a rest stop at the country hideaway of an aging hippie (Michael Caine), who has known Faron for years; we are reminded again of how sweet Caine can seem in a character, how solicitous and concerned. It is a small but perfect performance. The journey continues toward the coast, and then there is a running gun battle (in the middle of an existing battle) down ruined streets of rubble and death. Many of the shots are, or seem, uninterrupted; there is the sense that this city is not a set but extends indefinitely in every direction, poisoned and lethal.

Here again, the action scenes seem rooted in sweat and desperation. Too many action scenes look like slick choreography, but Cuaron and Owen get the scent of fear and death, and nobody does anything that is particularly impossible. Small details: Even in the midst of a firefight, dogs scamper in the streets. Faron’s hand reaches out to touch and reassure the nearest animal, and I was reminded of Jack London’s belief that dogs (not cats so much) see us as their gods. Apparently sterility affects only humans on Earth; when we are gone, will the dogs still tirelessly search for us?

I have been using Hitchcock’s term “MacGuffin” too much lately, but there are times when only it will do. The lack of children and the possibility of children are the MacGuffins in Children of Men, inspiring all the action, but the movie significantly never tells us why children stopped being born, or how they might become possible again. The children-as-MacGuffin is simply a dramatic device to avoid actual politics while showing how the world is slipping away from civility and coexistence. The film is not really about children; it is about men and women and civilization, and the way that fear can be used to justify a police state.

I admire that plot decision. I would have felt let down if the movie had a more decisive outcome; it is about the struggle, not the victor, and the climax in my opinion is open-ended. The performances are crucial because all of these characters have so completely internalized their world that they make it palpable, and themselves utterly convincing.

Alfonso Cuaron (born in 1961 in Mexico City) is not new to enormous sets and vast scopes. He was the director of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (2004), and I have long admired his overlooked Great Expectations (1998) and A Little Princess (1995), both of which created self-contained worlds of their own. They were in English; he returned to Spanish to make the worldwide hit Y tu Mama Tambien (2001).

Here he fulfills the promise of futuristic fiction; the characters do not wear strange costumes or visit the moon, and the cities are not plastic hallucinations but look just like today, except tired and shabby. Here is certainly a world ending not with a bang but a whimper, and the film serves as a warning. The only thing we will have to fear in the future, we learn, is the past itself. Our past. Ourselves.
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Gerard Jugnot (Clement Mathieu), Jean-Baptiste Maunier (Pierre Morhange [young]), Jacques Perrin (Pierre Morhange [adult]), Francois Berleand (Rachin), Kad Merad (Chabert), Marie Bunel (Violette Morhange). Directed by Christophe Barratier and produced by Arthur Cohn, Nicolas Mauvernay, and Jacques Perrin. Screenplay by Barratier and Philippe Lopes-Curval.



This time the teacher is named Clement Mathieu. In earlier films it was Mr. Chips, Miss Jean Brodie, Mr. Holland, Mr. Crocker-Harris (in The Browning Version), John Keating (in Dead Poets Society), Joe Clark (in Lean on Me), Katherine Ann Watson (in Mona Lisa Smile), Jaime A. Escalante (in Stand and Deliver), and Roberta Guaspari (in Music of the Heart). In theaters right now, his name is Coach Carter. The actors have included Morgan Freeman, Meryl Streep, Edward James Olmos, Albert Finney, Robin Williams, Samuel L. Jackson, Julia Roberts, Maggie Smith, Richard Dreyfuss, and even, in one version of Chips, Peter O’Toole. They all have two things in common: Their influence will forever change the lives of their students, and we can see that coming from the opening frame.

I have nothing against the formula. Done well, it can be moving, as it was in Mr. Holland’s Opus. But The Chorus, the film France selected as its Oscar candidate this year, does it by the numbers, so efficiently this feels more like a Hollywood wannabe than a French film. Where’s the quirkiness, the nuance, the deeper levels?

The movie begins with a middle-aged man named Pierre (Jacques Perrin) being awakened from his slumber by the news of a death. That night he conducts an orchestra, and we learn that he is the world’s greatest conductor. I would have been better pleased if he had merely been a really good conductor. Then Pierre makes a journey to the country to attend the funeral of the teacher who found him as a juvenile delinquent and instilled a love of music and learning in him.

All of this is quickly known, and more details are easy to come by because in the town, he meets his old classmate Pepinot, who produces the diary kept fifty years ago by Mr. Mathieu. It is the kind of helpful journal that seems to have been written as the treatment for a film.

But perhaps I am too cynical about a perfectly sincere sentimental exercise. We flash back to 1949 and the Fond de l’Etang boarding school; the name means (not its official title, I believe) something like the bottom of the pond. Here the students are considered pond scum, too impossible to reach in ordinary schools, and the headmaster maintains an iron discipline. Young Pierre (now played by young Jean-Baptiste Maunier) is a handful, sent to the school by a single mom who despairs for him.

Also new to the school this term is Clement Mathieu (Gerard Jugnot), a pudgy and somewhat unfocused middle-aged man who is hired as a teacher’s assistant. He loves music, and one day when he hears the boys singing, a light glows in his eye and he decides to begin a boys’ choir in the school. This, of course, is frowned upon by the headmaster, who disapproves of anything even remotely educational, as such headmasters always do, and hates even more the idea of students having fun. But Mr. Mathieu holds rehearsals anyway, secretly, in sort of a boarding school parallel of the Resistance.

We know without having to see the movie that there will be vignettes establishing how troubled the kids are, and scenes in which Mr. Mathieu loses all hope, and a scene where the kids surprise him, and a scene of triumph, and a glorious performance at the end. All done competently. What is disconcerting, however, is how well these boys sing. After a few months of secret lessons, they sing as well as—well, as well as Les Petits Chanteurs de Saint-Marc Choir, the professional boys’ choir that does the actual singing. Every time those little rascals open their mouths, somebody seems to have slipped a CD into the stereo.

Wouldn’t it work better for the movie if they were simply a really good choir? The choice of a real choir makes for a better sound track album, no doubt, but causes a disconnect in the film’s reality. I guess we have to accept this, along with the cruel fate that inevitably awaits any teacher who dares to break the mold, defy the establishment, and challenge his students with the wonders of the world.

The Great Teacher Who Forever Changes Lives is not as rare as these movies would suggest.

As it happens, I have had several such teachers, none more lovably eccentric than Mrs. Seward of Urbana High School, who taught senior rhetoric by gazing out the window and rhapsodizing about the worms on her farm, who came up after heavy rains and glistened in their wormy perfection. She also taught us to write. I had been working for two years as a sportswriter on the local daily, but she disabused me of the notion that a sentence equaled a paragraph, and gently suggested that the day would come when I would no longer find Thomas Wolfe readable.

The Chorus is only a fair example of its genre. I would rank it below Mr. Holland’s Opus and Music of the Heart. Am I wearied because I have seen too many movies telling similar stories? No, it is just that since I know the story and so does everybody else in the theater, it should have added something new and unexpected, and by that I do not mean hiring Les Petits Chanteurs de Saint-Marc.
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PG, 97 m., 2005


Tim Vahle (Ray Clouds on Fire), MariAna Tosca (Tina Pisati Little Hawk), Sam Vlahos (Joe Clouds on Fire), M. Emmet Walsh (Stu O’Malley), Graham Greene (Earl), Sheila Tousey (Mary), Rosalind Ayres (Mabel Winright), Jonathan Joss (Phil). Directed by Kate Montgomery and produced by Montgomery and Sarah Wasserman. Screenplay by Montgomery.



Christmas in the Clouds is part romantic comedy, part screwball comedy, and part historic breakthrough. The history is made because the movie is about affluent Native American yuppies. So many movies about American Indians deal in negative stereotypes that it’s nice to find one that takes place at an upscale Indian-owned ski resort. The only alcoholic in the cast is a white undercover investigator for a guidebook.

The romance begins through a misunderstanding. Through an online dating service, Joe Clouds on Fire (Sam Vlahos) is paired off with Tina Pisati (MariAna Tosca). She’s a chic New York professional woman whose name sounds Italian but whose family name is Little Hawk. He’s a likable codger whose son, Ray Clouds on Fire (Tim Vahle), manages the resort. Joe has not been entirely honest about his age and is about thirty years older than Tina. Meanwhile, the resort is expecting a surprise visit from the critic of luxury hotels, and Mary the reservations manager (Sheila Tousey) keeps an eagle eye for anyone checking in who looks like he can spell Zagat.

This is the setup for an Idiot Plot, in which all misunderstandings could be cleared up with one or two lines of dialogue. Yes, but some Idiot Plots are charming, while most are merely dumb. This one I enjoyed, mostly because the actors have so much quiet fun with it. Of course Mary the manager thinks Tina Pisati is the critic. Of course Tina thinks that handsome young Ray is her pen pal, not crusty old Joe. And of course when Stu O’Malley checks in, no one fingers him as the critic, because he is grumpy, unkempt, and half loaded; it’s M. Emmet Walsh, playing his usual role.

Tina is upgraded to a luxury corner suite. O’Malley gets shunted to a budget room, where he suffers from what passes for flu and may involve a large percentage of hangover. Tina has her eye on Ray. Ray thinks Tina is beautiful and sexy but refuses to cater to her because he is too ethical to kowtow to a critic. Old Joe knows the score but maintains a studious silence about his pen-pal correspondence, which no one at the resort knows about.

And then there is the matter of Earl (Graham Greene), the resort’s chef, who has become a devout vegetarian and tries to discourage the customers from eating meat. He has a disconcerting way of referring to the animals on the menu by their first names and grows sorrowful when someone orders the turkey, which is a beloved pet.

Old Joe dreams of winning a Jeep Cherokee in an approaching bingo tournament. Grumpy old O’Malley hauls out of bed to play bingo. Eventually the two old-timers both end up in the Cherokee, stranded in a blizzard, while misunderstandings pile up back at the resort.

There is nothing here of earthshaking originality, but Kate Montgomery, the writer-director, has such affection for these characters that we can feel it through the screen. They’re not simply pawns in the plot, we sense; they represent something she wants to say about the Native Americans she knows. And the actors, all with successful careers behind them, must be fed up with playing losers in social problem dramas; Greene, a natural comedian, expands magnificently as the vegetarian chef with an effortless line of patter about soy products, analog foods, and healthy nutrition. There may be a sitcom job for him lingering somewhere near this role.

As for Ray and Tina, well, in all versions of basic romantic comedy, we want them to kiss, they want to kiss, and the plot perversely frustrates all of us. But at the end of Christmas in the Clouds, after everything has worked out more or less as we hoped it would, I felt a surprising affection and warmth. There will be holiday pictures that are more high-tech than this one, more sensational, with bigger stars and higher budgets and indeed greater artistry. But there may not be many with such good cheer.
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PG, 139 m., 2005


Tilda Swinton (White Witch), Georgie Henley (Lucy Pevensie), Skandar Keynes (Edmund Pevensie), William Moseley (Peter Pevensie), Anna Popplewell (Susan Pevensie), James McAvoy (Mr. Tumnus), Jim Broadbent (Professor Kirke); and the voices of: Liam Neeson (Aslan), Ray Winstone (Mr. Beaver), Dawn French (Mrs. Beaver), Rupert Everett (Fox). Directed by Andrew Adamson and produced by Mark Johnson and Philip Steuer. Screenplay by Ann Peacock, Adamson, Christopher Markus, and Stephen McFeely, based on the novel by C. S. Lewis.



C. S. Lewis, who wrote the Narnia books, and J. R. R. Tolkien, who wrote the Ring trilogy, were friends who taught at Oxford at the same time, were pipe-smokers, drank in the same pub, and took Christianity seriously, but although Lewis loved Tolkien’s universe, the affection was not returned. Well, no wonder. When you’ve created your own universe, how do you feel when, in the words of a poem by E. E. cummings: “Listen: there’s a hell / of a good universe next door; let’s go.”

Tolkien’s universe was in unspecified Middle Earth, but Lewis’s really was next door. In the opening scenes of The Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, two brothers and two sisters from the Pevensie family are evacuated from London and sent to live in a vast country house where they will be safe from the nightly Nazi air raids. Playing hide-and-seek, Lucy, the youngest, ventures into a wardrobe that opens directly onto a snowy landscape where before long Mr. Tumnus is explaining to her that he is a faun.

Fauns, like leprechauns, are creatures in the public domain, unlike Hobbits, who are under copyright. There are mythological creatures in Narnia, but most of the speaking roles go to humans such as the White Witch (if indeed she is human) and animals who would be right at home in the zoo (if in deed they are animals). The kids are from a tradition that requires that British children be polite and well-spoken, no doubt because Lewis preferred them that way. What is remarkable is that this bookish bachelor who did not marry until he was nearly sixty would create four children so filled with life and pluck.

That’s the charm of the Narnia stories: They contain magic and myth, but their mysteries are resolved not by the kinds of rabbits Tolkien pulls out of his hat but by the determination and resolve of the Pevensie kids—who have a good deal of help, to be sure, from Aslan the Lion. For those who read the Lewis books as a Christian parable, Aslan fills the role of Christ because he is resurrected from the dead. I don’t know if that makes the White Witch into Satan, but Tilda Swinton plays the role as if she has not ruled out the possibility.

The adventures that Lucy has in Narnia, at first by herself, then with her brother Edmund, and finally with the older Peter and Susan, are the sorts of things that might happen in any British forest, always assuming fauns, lions, and witches can be found there, as I am sure they can. Only toward the end of this film do the special effects ramp up into spectacular extravaganzas that might have caused Lewis to snap his pipe stem.

It is the witch who has kept Narnia in frigid cold for a century, no doubt because she is descended from Aberdeen landladies. Under the rules, Tumnus (James McAvoy) is supposed to deliver Lucy (Georgie Henley) to the witch forthwith, but fauns are not heavy hitters, and he takes mercy. Lucy returns to the country house and pops out of the wardrobe, where no time at all has passed and no one will believe her story. It is only after Edmund (Skandar Keynes) follows her into the wardrobe that evening that her breathless reports are taken seriously.

Edmund is gob-smacked by the White Witch, who proposes to make him a prince. Peter (William Moseley) and Susan (Anna Popplewell) believe Lucy and Edmund, and soon all four children are back in Narnia. They meet the first of the movie’s CGI characters, Mr. and Mrs. Beaver (voices by Ray Winstone and Dawn French), who invite them into their home, which is delightfully cozy for being made of largish sticks. The Beavers explain the Narnian situation to them, just before an attack by computerized wolves whose dripping fangs reach hungrily through the twigs.

Edmund by now has gone off on his own and gotten himself taken hostage, and the Beavers hold out hope that perhaps the legendary Aslan (voice by Liam Neeson) can save him. This involves Aslan dying for Edmund’s sins, much as Christ died for ours. Aslan’s eventual resurrection leads into an apocalyptic climax that may be inspired by Revelations. Since there are six more books in the Narnia chronicles, however, we reach the end of the movie while still far from the Last Days.

These events, fantastical as they sound, take place on a more human, or at least more earthly, scale than those in The Lord of the Rings. The personalities and character traits of the children have something to do with the outcome, which is not being decided by wizards on another level of reality but will be duked out right there in Narnia. That the battle owes something to Lewis’s thoughts about the first two world wars is likely, although nothing in Narnia is as horrible as the trench warfare of the first or the Nazis of the second.

The film was directed by Andrew Adamson, who directed both of the Shrek movies and supervised the special effects on both of Joel Schumacher’s Batman movies. He knows his way around both comedy and action, and here combines them in a way that makes Narnia a charming place with fearsome interludes. We suspect that the Beavers are living on temporary reprieve and that wolves have dined on their relatives, but this is not the kind of movie where you bring up things like that.

Lewis famously said he never wanted the Narnia books to be filmed because he feared the animals would “turn into buffoonery or nightmare.” But he said that in 1959, when he might have been thinking of a man wearing a lion suit, or puppets. The effects in this movie are so skillful that the animals look about as real as any of the other characters, and the critic Emanuel Levy explains the secret: “Aslan speaks in a natural, organic manner (which meant mapping the movement of his speech unto the whole musculature of the animal, not just his mouth).” Aslan is neither as frankly animated as the Lion King nor as real as the cheetah in Duma, but halfway in between, as if an animal were inhabited by an archbishop.

This is a film situated precisely on the dividing line between traditional family entertainment and the newer action-oriented family films. It is charming and scary in about equal measure, and confident for the first two acts that it can be wonderful without having to hammer us into enjoying it, or else. Then it starts hammering. Some of the scenes toward the end push the edge of the PG envelope, and like the Harry Potter series, the Narnia stories may eventually tilt over into R. But it’s remarkable, isn’t it, that the Brits have produced Narnia, the Ring, Hogwarts, Gormenghast, James Bond, Alice, and Pooh, and what have we produced for them in return? I was going to say the cuckoo clock, but for that you would require a three-way Google of Italy, Switzerland, and Harry Lime.
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PG-13, 144 m., 2005


Russell Crowe (Jim Braddock), Renée Zellweger (Mae Braddock), Paul Giamatti (Joe Gould), Craig Bierko (Max Baer), Bruce McGill (Jimmy Johnston), Paddy Considine (Mike Wilson), Ron Canada (Joe Jeanette), Connor Price (Jay Braddock). Directed by Ron Howard and produced by Brian Grazer, Howard, and Penny Marshall. Screenplay by Cliff Hollingsworth and Akiva Goldsman.



There is a moment early in Cinderella Man when we see Russell Crowe in the boxing ring, filled with cocky self-confidence, and I thought I knew what direction the story would take. I could not have been more mistaken. I walked in knowing nothing about Jim Braddock, “The Bulldog of Bergen,” whose riches-to-rags-to-riches career inspired the movie. My friend Bill Nack of Sports Illustrated, who just won the A. J. Liebling Award, the highest honor a boxing writer can attain, could have told me all about Braddock, but I am just as happy to have gone in cold, so that I could be astonished by Crowe’s performance.

I think of Crowe as a tough customer, known to get in the occasional brawl. Yes, he plays men who are inward and complex, as in The Insider and A Beautiful Mind, or men who are tempered and wise, as in Master and Commander. But neither he nor anyone else in a long time has played such a nice man as the boxer Jim Braddock. You’d have to go back to actors like James Stewart and Spencer Tracy to find such goodness and gentleness. Tom Hanks could handle the assignment, but do you see any one of them as a prize-fighter? Tracy, maybe.

As the film opens, Braddock is riding high with a series of victories that buy a comfortable, but not opulent, lifestyle for his wife, Mae (Renée Zellweger), and their children, Jay, Rosemarie, and Howard. Also doing okay is Braddock’s loyal manager, Joe Gould (Paul Giamatti, in a third home run after American Splendor and Sideways). Then Braddock breaks his right hand, loses some matches so badly his license is taken away, and descends with his family to grim poverty in the early days of the Great Depression.

What is remarkable during both the highs and the lows is that Jim Braddock, as Crowe plays him, remains level-headed, sweet-tempered, and concerned about his family above all. Perhaps it takes a tough guy like Crowe to make Braddock’s goodness believable. Mae is just the wife he deserves, filled with love and loyalty, and so terrified he will be hurt that she refuses to attend his fights and won’t even listen on the radio.

Their poverty takes them from a nice family house to a cramped little apartment where there is no heat and hardly anything to eat. Braddock gets a job on the docks in Hoboken, slinging sacks of grain and coal, using his left arm because of his injured right hand, and although that job is a low point, it is also the secret to the left hook that will eventually get him named “Cinderella Man” by Damon Runyon.

The movie teams Crowe once again with director Ron Howard; they made A Beautiful Mind together, and the screenwriter of that film, Akiva Goldsman, cowrote this one with Cliff Hollingsworth. They find human ways to mirror the descent into despair; the Braddock family’s poverty, for example, seems to weigh most heavily on the oldest son, Jay (Connor Price), who fears above all being sent away to live with “rich” relatives—rich here meaning those with something to eat. He steals a sausage from a butcher shop, is caught, and then, in a scene typical of Braddock’s gentle wisdom, is not punished by his father, but talked to, softly and earnestly, because his father instinctively knows why his son stole the sausage, and that the kid’s daring was almost noble.

Up to this point, there would not be a comeback, and no occasion for Damon Runyon nicknames. Jim Braddock gets one more chance at a fight, as Gould edges him past the doubts of promoter Jimmy Johnston (Bruce McGill). Without much time to train, he takes on a leading contender and to everyone’s amazement wins the fight. One victory leads to another, and finally Gould is able to broker a title fight with the heavyweight champion Max Baer (Craig Bierko), who has killed two of his opponents and seems likely to kill the outweighed and outclassed Braddock.

What happens in the fight you will see. Ron Howard, Russell Crowe, Craig Bierko, the cinematographer Salvatore Totino, and the editors Daniel P. Hanley and Mike Hill step into a ring already populated by the ghosts of countless movie fights, most memorably those in Raging Bull, Million Dollar Baby, and the Rocky movies. They don’t try to outfight those movies, but to outmaneuver them emotionally. The closest connection is with Million Dollar Baby, also a film about a fighter whose deepest motivation is the fear of poverty (at a press conference, Braddock says he fights in order to be able to buy milk for his family). The visual strategy of the big fight is direct and brutal, but depends not so much on the technical depiction of boxing as on the development of the emotional duel going on in the ring. When an underdog fights from the “heart” after his strength and skill are not enough, the result is almost always unconvincing—but not always.

Cinderella Man is a terrific boxing picture, but there’s no great need for another one. The need it fills is for a full-length portrait of a good man. Most serious movies live in a world of cynicism and irony, and most good-hearted movie characters live in bad movies. Here is a movie where a good man prevails in a world where every day is an invitation to despair, where resentment would seem fully justified, where doing the right thing seems almost gratuitous, because nobody is looking and nobody cares. Jim Braddock is almost transparent in the simple goodness of his character; that must have made him almost impossible to play. Russell Crowe makes him fascinating, and it takes a moment or two of thought to appreciate how difficult that must have been.
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NO MPAA RATING, 110 m., 1960 (rereleased 2006)


Lino Ventura (Abel Davos), Jean-Paul Belmondo (Eric Stark), Sandra Milo (Liliane), Marcel Dalio (Arthur Gibelin), Michel Ardan (Riton Vintran), Stan Krol (Raymond Naldi), Claude Cerval (Raoul Fargier), Simone France (Therese Davos), Michele Meritz (Sophie Fargier). Directed by Claude Sautet and produced by Jean Darvey. Screenplay by Sautet, Jose Giovanni, and Pascal Jardin, based on the novel by Jose Giovanni.



Abel is a convicted killer on the lam from the French who has lived in Italy long enough to acquire a wife and two sons. He loves his family more than crime. He thinks it is time to return to France. One last job should do it. If he went to more movies, he’d know that calling it your “last job” seems to put the jinx in.

Abel is played by Lino Ventura, with a sad, lived-in face. At the train station in Milan, he meets his wife, Therese (Simone France), their sons, and his partner, Raymond (Stan Krol). The details of the plan have been carefully prepared: They’ll put the wife and kids on the train to a town just the other side of the French border, then stick up a bank messenger, make a getaway, switch cars, meet up again, and cross into France. Abel has pals in Paris he’s sure will be happy to see him again. He did them a lot of favors.

The snatch-and-grab on a Milan street takes place, but the getaway is not as planned, and Abel and Raymond end up hiring a boat to get them to Nice. Here I will cloud certain details, moving ahead to a call Abel makes to Paris. He needs his old pals to drive down to Nice and meet him. This they are not eager to do. We see them hemming and hawing and explaining to each other how one needs to check in with his probation officer and another—anyway, what happens is, they recruit a kid none of them knows very well and hire him to drive down and look for the old man.

This kid is Eric Stark, played by Jean-Paul Belmondo at the dawn of his stardom. He makes the kind of entrance you notice, wearing a loud tweed overcoat that would be perfect for a stickup because witnesses would remember the coat instead of the guy inside. His entrance is an important moment in movie history. The French New Wave descended more or less directly from mainstream French crime films made in the 1950s, and if there is a missing link in that evolution, it might be this one. Claude Sautet’s Classe Tous Risques was made in 1960, the same year Jean-Luc Godard’s Breathless came out, and both starred Belmondo, who was the flavor of the year; he had appeared in ten other recent films and would have six more starring roles in 1960, usually playing a plug-ugly who was after the girl.

Breathless got all the publicity, and Classe Tous Risques hardly opened in America, although Sautet later would make many international successes (Un Coeur en Hiver, Vincent, Francois, Paul … and the Others). It arrives now in a restored print with rewritten subtitles, a crisp, smart, cynical film about dishonor among thieves.

Sautet’s film grows out of work like Jacques Becker’s Touchez Pas au Grisbi (1954) and Jean-Pierre Melville’s Bob le Flambeur (1955) and shares their affection for a middle-aged thief who would like to retire but finds that his old life reaches out and nails him. Jean Gabin gave one of his best performances in the Becker, and Melville’s star, Roger Duchesne, made Bob the High Roller so likable that the movie inspired three Ocean’s Eleven remakes. Ventura lacks Gabin’s star power and Duchesne’s silky, regretful heroism, but he has an implacable, lived-in face, and like them he embodies a code his world has abandoned.

By sending a kid for him, Abel’s pals in Paris have insulted his ideas of loyalty and friendship. And who is this kid, anyway? Why did he take the job? Can he be trusted? Why is he fooling around with an actress (Sandra Milo) he just met, who is down on her luck when there isn’t enough luck to go around? After the quick-moving opening episodes, the movie comes down to the relationship between the old guy and the kid—who has no reason at all to risk his life for Abel, except that he knows class when he sees it, understands the code the Parisians have forgotten, and wants to live by it.

The film doesn’t make it a big point, but consider the meetings in Paris where Abel’s pals recruit and hire Eric Stark. As moviegoers we are focusing on (a) Belmondo, so young, his career ahead of him, and (b) the evasions by which the pals hire a kid to do the job they are morally bound to do themselves. But in Sautet’s mind, the scenes might equally have been (c) about the kid listening to them betraying a man who is counting on them. It’s possible that before Eric ever sees Abel, he has already decided that Abel is the real thing, the kind of guy Eric could respect and trust.

Abel asks Eric more than once why he took the job. He doesn’t get much of an answer, but then, men in such trades aren’t big on discussing their philosophies. There is also the way Milo plays Liliane, the new girlfriend. She’s in the tradition of women in gangster movies who sign on with a guy they like because he treats them right and isn’t a rat. They’re usually running away from a guy who treated them wrong and was a rat. Hard to believe this is the same actress who played Mastroianni’s pouty, flamboyant mistress in Federico Fellini’s 8½ (1963). Here she seems dialed down, wearier, just as she should.

Classe Tous Risques isn’t a film in the same league with the titles by Becker, Melville, and Godard, but how many films are? It’s more like one of those Humphrey Bogart films that isn’t The Big Sleep, but you’re glad you saw it anyway. Studying the Hollywood crime films of the 1930s and 1940s, the French gave them their name, “film noir,” and embraced them with a particular Gallic offhandedness. Their French gangsters crossed hardness with cool and style. In Touchez Pas au Grisbi, Bob le Flambeur, and Classe Tous Risques, the heroes have not only loyalty but also a certain tenderness, a friendship that survives even when their friends act stupidly and get them all in trouble. In Breathless, the Belmondo hero acts stupidly himself and gets himself in trouble, and the modern age of crime films begins.

Ebert’s essays on Breathless, Touchez Pas au Grisbi, and Bob le Flambeur are in the Great Movies series at www.rogerebert.com.
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Maggie Cheung (Emily Wang), Nick Nolte (Albrecht Hauser), James Dennis (Jay), Beatrice Dalle (Elena), Jeanne Balibar (Irene Paolini), Don McKellar (Vernon), Martha Henry (Rosemary Hauser), James Johnston (Lee Hauser). Directed by Olivier Assayas and produced by Niv Fichman, Xavier Giannoli, Xavier Marchand, and Edouard Weil. Screenplay by Assayas.



Emily is always in motion, driven by disquiet, unhappy with herself and the decisions that got her here. Her mind seems elsewhere, focusing on what would bring her peace: heroin. She and her partner, Lee, are rock stars whose moment of fame has passed and stranded them in a Canadian motel. They fight, she drives off into the night, scores drugs, shoots up, and sleeps in the car. When she returns to the motel, Lee is dead of an overdose. She should quietly back away and leave town. Instead, she gets herself arrested and sentenced to six months for possession.

Maggie Cheung plays Emily with such intense desperation that she won the best actress award at Cannes 2004. Only a few actresses in the world could have handled this role from a technical point of view: Born in Hong Kong, a citizen of the movie world, she acts here mostly in English, with some French and Cantonese, and moves confidently through Vancouver, Paris, and London. She always looks as if she knows the rules, even when she has broken them; despite being broke and strung out, she retains enough personal authority to call in favors and ask old friends for jobs.

She and Lee (James Johnston) had a child named Jay (James Dennis), who is about six. She loves him, and maybe she tells herself she isn’t raising him because it’s better that way for Jay. The boy is living with Lee’s parents, Albrecht and Rosemary Hauser (Nick Nolte and Martha Henry). When Emily goes to jail, of course she loses custody. She loses more than that, and observe how low her voice is, and how downcast her eyes, as she answers questions at an interrogation. She is defeated; she knows precisely how she destroyed her life and lost her boy.

Clean, written and directed by Cheung’s former husband, Olivier Assayas, does a brisk, understated job of implying Emily’s past by observing her present. In the eyes of her old friends, we understand what she used to be, and what they see now. She lives in the moment. Consider the steps in Paris by which she begins by asking for a job and ends up with a free room.

Cheung is on screen for most of Clean, but Nolte’s smaller role is equally important. His wife is dying of cancer. They were in London when she fell ill, and now he and the boy live in a hotel and visit her in the hospital. His wife is bitter about Emily, but Albrecht is realistic: “Someday we won’t be here. And she is the boy’s mother.” He talks with her soberly and with searching eyes, and she responds to his seriousness. She is a damaged person but not a bad one, wants her boy back again, and knows it will be some time before she can meet that responsibility.

Cheung is a considerable actress, famous in Asia for Hong Kong action pictures, respected in the West at film festivals. Incredibly, she has made about eighty movies; raised from the age of eight in England, she returned to Hong Kong as a model and got into movies at a time when the industry churned them out. I haven’t seen most of her action films but have admired her in Wong Kar-Wai’s In the Mood for Love (2000) and Wayne Wang’s Chinese Box (1997), and was part of an audience at the Hawaii Film Festival that was fascinated by The Soong Sisters (1997), where she, Vivian Wu, and Michelle Yeoh played sisters who married three of the most powerful men of their time.

Those roles all, in one way or another, required her to be a great and grave beauty. It is astonishing how different the character in Clean is, with her restless style of smoking, walking, imploring, protesting. When her character grows anxious or angry, Cheung doesn’t make the mistake of overacting; Emily is always closer to her bottoms than her tops. Watch her when her little boy tells her, “You killed my father.” Her instincts as she handles that moment suggest she may make a good mother, after all.

I wonder what audiences will make of the last shot of the movie. Is it too inconclusive, or too upbeat? You can read it either way, but I believe it is appropriate because what it says is, tomorrow we start again. Every tomorrow.
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Adam Sandler (Michael Newman), Kate Beckinsale (Donna Newman), Christopher Walken (Morty), Henry Winkler (Ted Newman), David Hasselhoff (Mr. Ammer), Julie Kavner (Trudy Newman), Sean Astin (Bill Rando). Directed by Frank Coraci and produced by Steve Koren, Mark O’Keefe, Adam Sandler, Jack Giarraputo, and Neal H. Moritz. Screenplay by Koren and O’Keefe.



Scrooge was granted visions of Christmas Past and Christmas Future, and reformed his life. What happens to Adam Sandler in Click is like what happened to Scrooge, except with a lot more Christmases. He needs more than one lesson, and he gets more than one lesson. Way more.

In Being There, the hero, Chance, has spent all his life watching television. When he wanders out to freedom and is threatened on the street, he clicks a TV remote control to get another channel. In Click, Adam Sandler plays Michael, an architect who is given a universal remote that’s truly universal. With it, he can take control of his life: freeze a scene, fast-forward, reverse, mute the sound, select the chapters of his choice, and even witness his parents at the moment of his conception (that’s, of course, in the “Making of” documentary).

The movie is being sold as a comedy, but you know what? This isn’t funny. Yes, there are some laughs, as when he finds he can turn the dog’s barking up and down, or play around with the settings for hue and contrast, or when he discovers the picture-in-picture feature, which allows him to watch the ball game no matter what else is going on around him. But the movie essentially involves a workaholic who uses the universal remote to skip over all the bad stuff in his life and discovers in the process that he is missing life itself. Take away the gimmick of the universal remote and this is what a lot of us do, and it’s sad.

It’s not just sad, it’s brutal. There’s an undercurrent of cold, detached cruelty in the way Michael uses the magical device. He turns off the volume during an argument with his wife. He fast-forwards through a boring family dinner and, later, through foreplay. He skips ahead to avoid a bad cold. He jumps to the chapter where he gets a promotion. Eventually he realizes the family dog has died and been replaced by another, his kids have grown up, his wife is married to someone else, and he weighs four hundred pounds. It happened while he wasn’t paying attention.

Like many another Sandler movie, this one lingers studiously over bodily functions. After losing enormous amounts of weight, for example, Michael plays with a big flap of loose skin around his stomach, plopping it up and down long after any possible audience curiosity has been satisfied. During an argument with his boss (David Hasselhoff), he freeze-frames the boss, jumps on his desk, and farts. When he puts his boss back on “play,” the boss inexplicably decides his secretary has put feces in his salad. Anyone who can’t tell poop from lettuce doesn’t deserve to be a senior partner. They teach you that in business school.

Michael is surrounded by patient and saintly people. His wife, Donna (Kate Beckinsale), loves him but despairs of reaching him. She has that standard wifely role of complaining when he has to work late and can’t be at the swimming meet/Fourth of July party, etc. Michael’s parents (Henry Winkler and Julie Kavner) are sweet and loving but kvetch too much and talk too slowly, so Michael zaps right through the time he has remaining with them.

I am not sure if this story device could possibly have been made funny. It could have been elevated into a metaphysical adventure, as in Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, or made to generate a series of paradoxes, as in Being John Malkovich, but Click stays resolutely at level one—the tiresome explication of the basic premise. Once we get the idea, there are no more surprises, only variations on the first one.

The movie does have some wit about its product placement. The plot is set in motion when Michael goes out late at night to buy a universal remote, and only one store is open: Bed, Bath & Beyond. As a retail store name, this has always reminded me of the final subtitle in Kubrick’s 2001, which was “Jupiter and Beyond the Infinite.” Beyond the infinite. That’s a fair piece. In the store Michael enters, Bed and Bath are easy to find, but Beyond is behind a mysterious door at the end of a very long corridor, where a man named Morty (Christopher Walken) makes him a gift of the universal remote. If they make Click 2, I want it to be about Morty.
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PG-13, 80 m., 2008


Michael Stahl-David (Rob Hawkins), Mike Vogel (Jason Hawkins), Odette Yustman (Beth McIntyre), Lizzy Caplan (Marlena Diamond), Jessica Lucas (Lily Ford), T. J. Miller (Hud). Directed by Matt Reeves and produced by J. J. Abrams and Bryan Burk. Screenplay by Drew Goddard.



Godzilla meets the “queasy-cam” in Cloverfield, a movie that crosses the Monster-Attacks-Manhattan formula with The Blair Witch Project. No, Godzilla doesn’t appear in person, but the movie’s monster looks like a close relative on the evolutionary tree, especially in one close-up. The close-up ends with what appears to be a POV shot of the guy with the video camera being eaten, but later he’s still around. Too bad. If he had been eaten but left the camera’s light on, I might have been reminded of the excellent video of my colonoscopy.

The movie, which has been in a vortex of rumors for months, is actually pretty scary at times. It’s most frightening right after something very bad begins to happen in lower Manhattan and before we get a good look at the monster, which is scarier as a vaguely glimpsed enormity than as a big reptile. At least I think it’s a reptile, although it sheds babies by the dozens, and they look more like spiders crossed with crabs. At birth they are already fully formed and functioning, able to scamper all over town, bite victims, grab them in subway tunnels, etc. I guess that makes the monster a female, although Godzilla, you will recall, had a baby, and the fanboys are still arguing over its gender. (Hold on! I just discovered online that those are not its babies at all, but giant parasitic lice, which drop off and go looking for dinner.)

The film, directed by Matt Reeves, is the baby of producer J. J. Abrams, creator of TV’s Lost. It begins with home video-type footage and follows the fortunes of six twenty-something yuppies. The lead character is Rob (Michael Stahl-David), who is about to leave town for a job in Japan. At a farewell surprise party, Hud (T. J. Miller) takes over the camera and tapes friends wishing Rob well, including Jason (Mike Vogel) and the beautiful Lily (Jessica Lucas). Hud is especially attentive toward Marlena (Lizzy Caplan), who says she’s just on her way to meet some friends. She never gets there. The building is jolted, the lights flicker, and everyone runs up to the roof to see all hell breaking loose.

The initial scenes of destruction are glimpsed at a distance. Then things heat up when the head of the Statue of Liberty rolls down the street. Several shots of billowing smoke clouds are unmistakable evocations of 9/11, and indeed, one of the movie’s working titles was 1/18/08. So the statute has run out on the theory that after 9/11 it would be in bad taste to show Manhattan being destroyed. So explicit are Cloverfield’s 9/11 references that the monster is seen knocking over skyscrapers, and one high-rise is seen leaning against another.

The leaning high-rise contains Beth (Odette Yustman), whom Rob feels duty-bound to rescue from her forty-ninth-floor apartment near Central Park. The others all come along on this foolhardy mission (not explained: how, after walking all the way to Columbus Circle, they have the energy to climb forty-nine flights of stairs, Lily in her high heels). Part of their uptown journey is by subway, without the benefit of trains. They’re informed by a helpful soldier that the last rescue helicopter leaving Central Park will “have wheels up at oh-six-hundred,” prompting me to wonder how many helicopters it would take to rescue the population of Manhattan.

The origin of the monster goes unexplained, which is all right with me after the tiresome opening speeches in so many of the thirty or more Godzilla films. The characters speculate that it came from beneath the sea, or maybe from outer space, but incredibly not one of them ever pronounces the word “Godzilla,” no doubt for trademark reasons. The other incredible element is that the camcorder’s battery apparently lasts, on the evidence of the footage we see, more than seven hours.

The entire film is shot in queasy-cam handheld style, mostly by Hud, who couldn’t hold it steady or frame a shot if his life depended on it. After the sneak preview, I heard some fellow audience members complaining that they felt dizzy or had vertigo, but no one barfed, at least within my hearing. Mercifully, the movie is even shorter than its alleged ninety-minute running time; how much visual shakiness can we take? And yet, all in all, it is an effective film, deploying its special effects well and never breaking the illusion that it is all happening as we see it. One question, which you can answer for me after you see the film: Given the nature of the opening government announcement, how did the camera survive?
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PG-13, 140 m., 2005


Samuel L. Jackson (Coach Ken Carter), Robert Ri’chard (Damien Carter), Rob Brown (Kenyon Stone), Debbi Morgan (Tonya Carter), Ashanti (Kyra), Rick Gonzalez (Timo Cruz). Directed by Thomas Carter and produced by David Gale, Brian Robbins, and Michael Tollin. Screenplay by Mark Schwahn and John Gatins.



Samuel L. Jackson made news by refusing to costar with 50 Cent in a movie based on the rapper’s life. He not only refused, but did it publicly, even though the film is to be directed by six-time Oscar nominee Jim Sheridan (In America). A clue to Jackson’s thinking may be found in his film, Coach Carter, based on the true story of a California high school basketball coach who placed grades ahead of sports. Like Bill Cosby, Jackson is arguing against the antiintellectual message that success for young black males is better sought in the worlds of rap and sports than in the classroom.

There is, however, another aspect to Jackson’s refusal: He said he thought Sheridan wanted him to “lend legitimacy” to 50 Cent’s acting debut. He might have something there. Jackson has an authority on the screen; he occupies a character with compelling force, commanding attention, and can bring class to a movie. He might, he said, be interested in working with 50 Cent after the rapper makes another five movies or so, and earns his chops.

This reasoning may not be fair. Consider the work that Ice Cube did in Boyz N the Hood (1991), his first movie and the beginning of a successful acting career. Or look at the promise that Tupac Shakur showed, especially in his last feature, Gridlock’d (1997), holding his own with the veteran Tim Roth. Maybe 50 Cent has the stuff to be an actor. Maybe not. Jackson’s decision may have more to do with the underlying values of the rapper’s life; he may not consider 50 Cent’s career, so often involving violent episodes, to be much of a role model.

Role models are what Coach Carter, Jackson’s film, is all about. He plays Ken Carter, who began as a sports star at Richmond (California) High School, setting records that still stand, and then had success in the military and as a small businessman. He’s asked to take over as basketball coach, an unpaid volunteer position; the former coach tells him, “I can’t get them to show up for school.” Ken Carter thinks he can fix that.

The movie was directed by Thomas Carter (Save the Last Dance), no relation to the coach. It follows long-established genre patterns; it’s not only a sports movie with the usual big games and important shots, but also a coach movie, with inspiring locker-room speeches and difficult moral decisions. There are certain parallels with Friday Night Lights, although there it’s the movie itself, and not the coach, that underlines the futility of high school stars planning on pro sports as a career.

Certainly both movies give full weight to public opinion in the communities where they’re set—places where the public’s interest in secondary education seems entirely focused on sports, where coaches are more important than teachers, where scores are more important than grades.

Coach Carter wants to change all that. He walks into a gymnasium ruled by loud, arrogant, disrespectful student jocks, and commands attention with the fierceness of his attitude. He makes rules. He requires the students to sign a contract, promising to maintain a decent grade-point average as the price of being on the team. He deals with the usual personnel problems; a star player named Kenyon Stone (Ron Brown) has a pregnant girlfriend named Kyra (Ashanti, in her, a-hem, first role), and she sees a threat to her future in Carter’s determination to get his players into college.

Ken Carter’s most dramatic decision, which got news coverage in 1999, was to lock the gymnasium, forfeit games, and endanger the team’s title chances after some of his players refused to live up to the terms of the contract. The community, of course, is outraged that a coach would put grades above winning games; for them, the future for the student athletes lies in the NBA, not education. Given the odds against making it in the NBA (dramatically demonstrated in the great documentary Hoop Dreams), this reasoning is like considering the lottery a better bet than working for a living.

Jackson has the usual big speeches assigned to all coaches in all sports movies, and delivers on them, big time. His passion makes familiar scenes feel new. “I see a system that’s designed for you to fail,” he tells his players, pointing out that young black men are 80 percent more likely to go to prison than to go to college. The movie’s closing credits indicate that six of the team members did go on to college, five with scholarships. Lives, not games, were won.
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NO MPAA RATING, 97 m., 2005


Róbert Koltai (Naftalin), Sándor Gáspár (Dodo), Orsolya Tóth (Pipitér). Directed by Róbert Koltai and produced by Gábor P. Koltai. Screenplay by Péter Horváth and Róbert Koltai.



Colossal Sensation! sees the history of Hungary in the twentieth century through the eyes of twin circus clowns. For them, as for all Hungarians, it is a story of feast and famine, nostalgia and regret, suffering and triumph, although not all Hungarians had the misfortune (or was it the opportunity?) to destroy a wristwatch given to the Hungarian party leader by Stalin himself.

The year, 1903. Nonidentical twin boys are born into a circus family. One afternoon, they are jumping over an alligator, as circus kids will do, when the beast snaps at little Naftalin, leaving him with a lifelong limp. Dodo is taller, better-looking, and straighter-walking, and he becomes their leader. When he gets engaged, his fiancée is alarmed to find that Naftalin (Róbert Koltai) may come along on the honeymoon. Dodo (Sándor Gáspár) doesn’t have the heart to leave him behind.

The movie begins in monochrome, switches to color in 1949, and fills the screen with brilliant reds for events in 1953, when the twins are employed by the Budapest Grand Circus. They do that trick where they pretend to smash a watch borrowed from the audience and then return it unharmed. Naftalin, alas, borrows the party leader’s watch, and let us say the party leader is not amused by the results.

Dodo, who has spent his life looking out for his slightly smaller and younger brother, takes the rap and goes to prison. In 1956, during the Hungarian uprising, Naftalin and Dodo’s girl, Pipitér (Orsolya Tóth), make friends with the clueless crew of a wandering Russian tank, leading to a series of events surreal enough for Catch-22.

The movie follows the grim reality of the Soviet occupation but is not itself grim; director Koltai, who wrote it with Péter Horváth, at one point has a character say, “We are very small dots in this, comrade.” And indeed, instead of making his heroes the center of the world, he shows them making a living on the fringes; showbiz provides them with a home, but only limited success, and what little we see of their clown act seems routine and perfunctory. What they are good at is improvising a response to the emergencies of life.

Colossal Sensation! had its American premiere at the Wilmette Theater in suburban Chicago, where two years ago the Hungarian film Gloomy Sunday also played for the first time in the United States. The big art distributors won’t risk their limited funds on sweet little comedies from Hungary (or on gloomy big tragedies). Gloomy Sunday was accomplished and ambitious in a way Colossal Sensation! doesn’t really intend to be. But in its own modest way, the movie is a whimsical charmer.
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R, 129 m., 2005


Ralph Fiennes (Justin Quayle), Rachel Weisz (Tessa Quayle), Danny Huston (Sandy Woodrow), Hubert Kounde (Arnold Bluhm), Bill Nighy (Sir Bernard Pellegrin), Pete Postlethwaite (Marcus Lorbeer). Directed by Fernando Meirelles and produced by Simon Channing-Williams. Screenplay by Jeffrey Caine, based on the novel by John le Carre.



They meet as strangers who plunge at once into sudden sex. They catch their breath, marry, and begin to learn about each other. Justin is an official in the British government. Tessa is an activist. She goes to Africa with Justin, her motives unclear in his mind, and witnesses what she thinks is murder in an African hospital. Then she is murdered at a crossroads, along with her African driver. And a doctor named Arnold, whom she works with, is found dead, too. But why, Justin needs to know, did Tessa receive an e-mail asking her, “What were you and Arnold doing in the Nairobi Hilton Friday night? Does Justin know?”

The murder of Tessa takes place right at the start of The Constant Gardener, so it is not revealing too much to mention it. The movie is a progress back into her life, and a journey of discovery for Justin, who learns about a woman he never really knew. The flashback structure, told in remembered moments, passages of dialogue, scenes that are interrupted and completed later, is typical of John le Carre, whose novels resemble chess problems in which one solution is elegant and all of the others take too many moves. It is a style suited to the gifts of the Brazilian director Fernando Meirelles, whose great City of God (2003) told a story that was composed of countless tributaries that all flowed together into a mighty narrative stream.

The fragmented style is the best way to tell this story, for both the novel and the movie. The Constant Gardener is not a logical exercise beginning with mystery and ending at truth, but a circling around an elusive conspiracy. Understand who the players are and how they are willing to compromise themselves, and you can glimpse cruel outlines beneath the public relations facade. As the drug companies pour AIDS drugs into Africa, are they using their programs to mask the test of other drugs? “No drug company does something for nothing,” le Carre has a character observe.

The Constant Gardener may be the angriest story le Carre has ever told. Certainly his elegant prose and the oblique shorthand of the dialogue show the writer forcing himself to turn fury into style. His novel involves drug companies that test their products on the poor of the Third World and are willing to accept the deaths that may occur because, after all, those people don’t count. Why not? Because no one is there to count them.

Do drug companies really do this? Facts are the bones beneath the skin of a le Carre novel. Either he knows what he’s talking about, or he is uncommonly persuasive in seeming to. The Constant Gardener at times plays like a movie that will result in indictments. What makes it extraordinary is that it also plays as a love story, and as an examination of the mysteries of the heart.

The performances need to be very good to carry us through sequences in which nobody, good or evil, seems very sure of the total picture. Ralph Fiennes plays Justin as a bureaucrat who seems detached from issues; he’s the opposite of Tessa. As he tries to get to the bottom of her death, he sifts through his discoveries like an accountant unwilling to go home for the day until the books are balanced.

One way of looking at Tessa’s death is that she was a hothead who had an affair with a handsome African man, went where she shouldn’t have been, and got caught in one of those African border killings where toll-collecting soldiers with AK-47s enforce whatever they think is the law. Another way to look at it is to give her the benefit of the doubt. To wonder what was behind the embarrassing questions she asked at a press conference. To ask why statistics seem to be missing, if a drug study is designed to generate them.

As he probes through the wreckage of his wife’s life, Justin encounters an array of characters who could have been airlifted in from Graham Greene—or from other le Carre novels, of course. Hubert Kounde plays Arnold Bluhm, the African who is not, in fact, Tessa’s driver, but a doctor who is her colleague. Danny Huston, tall and courtly like his father, John, and like John often smiling at a private joke, plays Sandy Woodrow, the British high commissioner on the scene. Bill Nighy, that actor who often seems to be frowning through a migraine, is Sir Bernard Pellegrin, head of the Foreign Office and thus Justin and Sandy’s boss. And Pete Postlethwaite, looking as if he has been left out too long in the weather, is Lorbeer, a drug company man who works in the field—at what, it is dangerous to say.

The Constant Gardener begins with a strong, angry story and peoples it with actors who let it happen to them, instead of rushing ahead to check off the surprises. It seems solidly grounded in its Kenyan locations; like City of God, it feels organically rooted. Like many le Carre stories, it begins with grief and proceeds with sadness toward horror. Its closing scenes are as cynical about international politics and commerce as I can imagine. I would like to believe they are an exaggeration, but I fear they are not. This is one of the year’s best films.
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Keanu Reeves (John Constantine), Rachel Weisz (Angela and Isabel Dodson), Shia LeBeouf (Chas), Djimon Hounsou (Midnite), Max Baker (Beeman), Pruitt Taylor Vince (Father Hennessy), Gavin Rossdale (Balthazar), Tilda Swinton (Gabriel), Peter Stormare (Satan). Directed by Francis Lawrence and produced by Lauren Shuler Donner, Benjamin Melniker, Michael E. Uslan, Erwin Stoff, Lorenzo di Bonaventura, and Akiva Goldsman. Screenplay by Kevin Brodbin and Frank Cappello, based on the comic book Hellblazer by Jamie Delano and Garth Ennis.



No, Constantine is not part of a trilogy including Troy and Alexander. It’s not about the emperor at all, but about a man who can see the world behind the world, and is waging war against the scavengers of the damned. There was a nice documentary about emperor penguins, however, at Sundance. The males sit on the eggs all winter long in, like, 60 degrees below zero.

Keanu Reeves plays Constantine as a chain-smoking, depressed demon-hunter who lives above a bowling alley in Los Angeles. Since he was a child, he has been able to see that not all who walk among us are human. Some are penguins. Sorry about that. Some are half-angels and half-devils. Constantine knows he is doomed to hell because he once tried to kill himself, and is trying to rack up enough frames against the demons to earn his way into heaven.

There is a scene early in the movie where Constantine and his doctor look at his X-rays, never a good sign in a superhero movie. He has lung cancer. The angel Gabriel (Tilda Swinton) tells him, “You are going to die young because you’ve smoked thirty cigarettes a day since you were thirteen.” Gabriel has made more interesting announcements. Constantine has already spent some time in hell, which looks like a postnuclear Los Angeles created by animators with a hangover. No doubt it is filled with carcinogens.

The half-angels and half-devils are earthly proxies in the war between God and Satan. You would think that God would be the New England Patriots of this contest, but apparently there is a chance that Satan could win. Constantine’s lonely mission is to track down half-demons and cast them back to the fires below. Like Blade, the vampire-killer, he is surprisingly optimistic, considering he is one guy in one city dealing on a case-by-case basis, and the enemy is global.

Constantine has a technical adviser named Beeman (Max Baker), who lives in the ceiling of the bowling alley among the pin-spotting machines, and functions like Q in the James Bond movies. Here he is loading Constantine with the latest weaponry: “Bullet shavings from the assassination attempt on the pope, holy water from the river of Jordan, and, you’ll love this, screech beetles.” The screech beetles come in a little matchbox. “To the fallen,” Beeman explains, “the sound is like nails on a blackboard.” Later there is a scene where Constantine is inundated by the creatures of hell, and desperately tries to reach the matchbox and get those beetles to screeching.

Rachel Weisz plays Angela Dodson, an L.A. police detective whose twin sister, Isabel, has apparently committed suicide. Isabel reported seeing demons, so Angela consults Constantine, who nods wisely and wonders if Isabel jumped, or was metaphysically pushed. Later in the film, to show Angela that she also has the gift of seeing the world behind the world, Constantine holds her underwater in a bathtub until she passes out and sees the torments of hell. No bright white corridors and old friends and Yanni for her. You wonder what kind of an L.A. cop would allow herself to be experimentally drowned in a bathtub by a guy who lives over a bowling alley.

Together, they prowl the nighttime streets. At one point, Constantine needs to consult Midnite (Djimon Hounsou), a former witch doctor who runs a private nightclub where half-angels and half-demons can get half-loaded and talk shop. There is a doorman. To gain admittance, you have to read his mind and tell him what’s on the other side of the card he’s holding up. “Two frogs on a bench,” Constantine says. Could have been a lucky guess.

There is a priest in the film, the alcoholic Father Hennessy (Pruitt Taylor Vince), whose name, I guess, is product placement. Strange that there is a priest, since that opens the door to Catholicism and therefore to the news that Constantine is not doomed unless he wages a lifelong war against demons, but needs merely go to confession; three Our Fathers, three Hail Marys, and he’s outta there. Strange that movies about Satan always require Catholics. You never see your Presbyterians or Episcopalians hurling down demons.

The forces of hell manifest themselves in many ways. One victim is eaten by flies. A young girl is possessed by a devil, and Constantine shouts, “I need a mirror! Now! At least three feet high!” He can capture the demon in the mirror and throw it out the window, see, although you wonder why supernatural beings would have such low-tech security holes.

Keanu Reeves has a deliberately morose energy level in the movie, as befits one who has seen hell, walks among half-demons, and is dying. He keeps on smoking. Eventually he confronts Satan (Peter Stormare), who wears a white suit. (Satan to tailor: “I want a suit just like God’s.”) Oh, and the plot also involves the Spear of Destiny, which is the spear that killed Christ, and which has been missing since World War II, which seems to open a window to the possibility of Nazi villains, but no.
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Directed by Oren Jacoby and produced by Jacoby, James Carroll, Michael Solomon, and Betsy West. Screenplay by Carroll and Jacoby, based on the book by Carroll.



James Carroll speaks calmly and thoughtfully, and comes across as a reasonable man. He is our companion through Constantine’s Sword, a film about the misalliance of church and state. In terms of screen presence, he is the opposite of one of his interview subjects, the Reverend Ted Haggard of Colorado Springs. To look upon Haggard’s face is to wonder what he is really thinking because his mouth seems locked in an enormous smile (“Fiery-eyed and grinning maniacally, Mr. Haggard suggests a Paul Lynde caricature of a fire-and-brimstone preacher.” —Stephen Holden, New York Times)

Carroll went to Colorado to interview Haggard and others about the alleged infiltration of the Air Force Academy by evangelical Christians. He also speaks with an academy graduate, Mikey Weinstein, who brought suit against the academy alleging that his cadet son, Casey, was the focus of officially sanctioned anti-Semitism. One academy chaplain, we learn, lectured new cadets on their duty to proselytize those who had not found Jesus.

For Haggard, that is the exercise of free speech. For Weinstein and Carroll, it is another chapter of the long-running history of Christianity’s crusade against the Jews. Not long after, Carroll finds himself standing on the bridge in Rome where the Emperor Constantine is said to have had a vision of the cross of Jesus, with the words, “In this sign, you shall conquer.” The linking of Christianity with the state began then and there, Carroll believes.

The film is a ninety-five-minute distillation of Carroll’s best-seller Constantine’s Sword: The Church and the Jews and is concerned with medieval anti-Semitism, the questionable record of Pius XII on Nazism, the Crusades, the wars in Vietnam and Iraq, and his own life as a former Catholic priest, the son of an Air Force general, an antiwar protestor, and still a practicing Catholic. That is too much ground to cover, but Constantine’s Sword does an engrossing job of giving it a once-over. Perhaps it is the calm in Carroll’s voice and the measured visual and editing style of the director, Oren Jacoby, that create an evocative journey out of what is really a hurtle through history.

Carroll has a lot of stories to tell us: Haggard and the explosion of evangelicalism (“a new megachurch of two-thousand-plus members comes into being every other day”); Constantine and the conversion of Rome from paganism; the Middle Ages and the crusaders who warmed up with the massacre of ancient Jewish cities in Germany; Edith Stein, a Jewish woman who became a Catholic nun and saint and a victim of Auschwitz; the Jewish family that has lived for centuries in the same district in Rome and supplied the popes with all their tableware for 150 years; and his own father, who was a strategist during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Each topic is intrinsically interesting, even if the film sometimes seems short of visuals to illustrate it. There are too many shots of Carroll on the road, going places and looking at things. There isn’t a lot new about his revisionist history of Christianity, but there is a lot that is not widely known, including the fact that the present pope has overturned the reforms of Vatican II and returned to the Mass a prayer for the conversion of the Jews. How much do we appreciate the Muslim prayers for our conversion? Or do they want us?

I’ve read over the years about the Air Force Academy controversy but didn’t realize how deeply the academy’s culture is embedded in evangelical zealotry. A similar controversy developed at the University of Colorado about an evangelical football coach’s training sermons. Does religion belong in such contexts? In the academy’s dining room, which seats thousands, every place setting for a week included a flyer promoting Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ. If those in charge of the academy did not understand instinctively why allowing that is an unacceptable crossing of the boundary between church and state, they should not have been allowed high office.

But I ramble. So does the movie, in an insidiously fascinating way. Perhaps it benefits by lacking a clear agenda and not following a rigid outline. Carroll is a man of limitless curiosity about his subjects, the kind of conversationalist you urge to keep on talking. As for Rev. Haggard, some months after his interview was filmed, he resigned as president of the National Association of Evangelicals, describing himself as a “liar and hypocrite” after his affair with a onetime male prostitute was revealed. I wonder how widely he was smiling then.
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Sam Riley (Ian Curtis), Samantha Morton (Debbie Curtis), Alexandra Maria Lara (Annik Honore), Joe Anderson (Hooky), James Anthony Pearson (Bernard Sumner), Toby Kebbell (Rob Gretton), Craig Parkinson (Tony Wilson), Harry Treadaway (Stephen Morris). Directed by Anton Corbijn and produced by Corbijn, Orian Williams, and Todd Eckert. Screenplay by Matt Greenhalgh, based on Touching from a Distance by Deborah Curtis.



Ian Curtis was one of those introverted teenagers who gaze sadly upon their own destiny. In his cramped bedroom in Macclesfield, England, his schoolboy’s desk holds files labeled for poems, novels, and so on. The files are filled not so much with his work as with his dreams. He lies on his back on his narrow bed, smokes, ponders, listens to music. He would become the object of cult veneration as lead singer of the late-1970s band Joy Division, and he would commit suicide at twenty-three. There are times when we almost think that was his plan.

Control, one of the most perceptive of rock music biopics, has been made by two people who knew him very well. It is based on a memoir by his wife, Deborah (Samantha Morton), a teenager when they married, and directed by the photographer Anton Corbijn, whose early photos helped establish Curtis’s image as young, handsome, and sorrowful. The title of Deborah’s book, Touching from a Distance, could describe all his relationships.

There is irony in the band name Joy Division, because Ian seems to experience little joy and much inner division, as an almost passive participant in his own career. Listen to the two albums the band made, and you hear his lead vocals as relentless complaints against—what? The melancholy that prevents him from feeling the emotions expressed by his words?

The movie is quietly, superbly photographed and acted. It is in black and white and gray, of course, and we sense Ian was a man who dreamed in shadows, not colors. He is played by Sam Riley, who makes him seem always alone. There is a lot of performance footage, but Riley sees Ian not so much performing as functioning. His bandmates sometimes look at him with that inward expression people get when they wonder if they have enough gas to get to the next gas station.

Ian’s marriage is, of course, a focus of the film, since his wife was not only its source but also a coproducer. He was clearly not ready for marriage. She was younger but more balanced and competent. Ian had an affair with Annik Honore (Alexandra Maria Lara), a Belgian, and the movie deals with that straight-on, not painting her as a home-wrecker but as another of the enablers Ian used. For him, I suspect, love meant not so much what he felt for a woman as what she felt for him.

Early in the film, Ian and Deborah attend a Sex Pistols concert, and Ian has his ideas altered about what a band is and what music is. His stage style with a microphone resembles a shy, introverted Johnny Rotten. We meet key players in the pivotal Manchester music scene of the period, including the entrepreneur Tony Wilson (Craig Parkinson), immortalized in Michael Winterbottom’s 24 Hour Party People, a film about the same time and place.

Ian Curtis suffered from epilepsy, a condition I’m not sure he fully understood. It seems to have come upon him around twenty, and sometimes during a stage performance we see him moving spasmodically and wonder if performing triggers episodes. Unlike epilepsy as experienced by, say, Prince Myshkin in Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot, Ian’s does not seem to involve a transition through an ecstatic state. He grows agitated, blanks out, regains consciousness, is confused and depressed. His body has betrayed him.

The extraordinary achievement of Control is that it works simultaneously as a musical biopic and the story of a life. There’s no rags-to-riches cliché mongering because, for Ian, even the riches were sackcloth. And since his early death is so well-known, the movie consists of a progression, not a progress. The emotional monitor is always Deborah, patient, loyal, worried; Morton, who is thirty, is absolutely convincing as a plucky teenage bride. The shots with which Corbijn leads up to and out of Ian’s suicide are meticulously modulated. They do not sensationalize or romanticize. They look on from a certain distance, as we do, as everyone did, while this life moved helplessly toward its close.

Was Ian Curtis bipolar? I’m not an expert, but the movie led me to feel that he was not and that lithium, say, would not have helped him. His discontent was not a disease but a malaise, not manic-depression but more like the state described in “The Anatomy of Melancholy” by Robert Burton:


All my joys to this are folly,

Naught so sweet as melancholy. [image: ]
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Sandra Bullock (Jean), Don Cheadle (Graham), Matt Dillon (Officer Ryan), Jennifer Esposito (Ria), William Fichtner (Flanagan), Brendan Fraser (Rick), Terrence Dashon Howard (Cameron), Ludacris (Anthony), Thandie Newton (Christine), Ryan Phillippe (Officer Hansen), Larenz Tate (Peter), Shaun Toub (Farhad), Michael Pena (Daniel). Directed by Paul Haggis and produced by Haggis, Mark R. Harris, Robert Moresco, Cathy Schulman, and Tom Nunan. Screenplay by Haggis and Moresco.



Crash tells interlocking stories of whites, blacks, Latinos, Koreans, Iranians, cops and criminals, the rich and the poor, the powerful and powerless, all defined in one way or another by racism. All are victims of it, and all are guilty of it. Sometimes, yes, they rise above it, although it is never that simple. Their negative impulses may be instinctive, their positive impulses may be dangerous, and who knows what the other person is thinking?

The result is a movie of intense fascination; we understand quickly enough who the characters are and what their lives are like, but we have no idea how they will behave because so much depends on accident. Most movies enact rituals; we know the form and watch for variations. Crash is a movie with free will, and anything can happen. Because we care about the characters, the movie is uncanny in its ability to rope us in and get us involved.

Crash was directed by Paul Haggis, whose screenplay for Million Dollar Baby led to Academy Awards. It connects stories based on coincidence, serendipity, and luck, as the lives of the characters crash against each other like pinballs. The movie presumes that most people feel prejudice and resentment against members of other groups, and observes the consequences of those feelings.

One thing that happens, again and again, is that people’s assumptions prevent them from seeing the actual person standing before them. An Iranian (Shaun Toub) is thought to be an Arab, although Iranians are Persian. Both the Iranian and the white wife of the district attorney (Sandra Bullock) believe a Mexican-American locksmith (Michael Pena) is a gang member and a crook, but he is a family man.

A black cop (Don Cheadle) is having an affair with his Latino partner (Jennifer Esposito) but never gets it straight which country she’s from. A cop (Matt Dillon) thinks a light-skinned black woman (Thandie Newton) is white. When a white producer tells a black TV director (Terrence Dashon Howard) that a black character “doesn’t sound black enough,” it never occurs to him that the director doesn’t “sound black,” either. For that matter, neither do two young black men (Larenz Tate and Ludacris), who dress and act like college students but have a surprise for us.

You see how it goes. Along the way, these people say exactly what they are thinking, without the filters of political correctness. The district attorney’s wife is so frightened by a street encounter that she has the locks changed, then assumes the locksmith will be back with his “homies” to attack them. The white cop can’t get medical care for his dying father and accuses a black woman at his HMO of taking advantage of preferential racial treatment. The Iranian can’t understand what the locksmith is trying to tell him, freaks out, and buys a gun to protect himself. The gun dealer and the Iranian get into a shouting match.

I make this sound almost like episodic TV, but Haggis writes with such directness and such a good ear for everyday speech that the characters seem real and plausible after only a few words. His cast is uniformly strong; the actors sidestep clichés and make their characters particular.

For me, the strongest performance is by Matt Dillon, as the racist cop in anguish over his father. He makes an unnecessary traffic stop when he thinks he sees the black TV director and his light-skinned wife doing something they really shouldn’t be doing at the same time they’re driving. True enough, but he wouldn’t have stopped a black couple or a white couple. He humiliates the woman with an invasive body search, while her husband is forced to stand by powerless, because the cops have the guns—Dillon, and also an unseasoned rookie (Ryan Phillippe), who hates what he’s seeing but has to back up his partner.

That traffic stop shows Dillon’s cop as vile and hateful. But later we see him trying to care for his sick father, and we understand why he explodes at the HMO worker (whose race is only an excuse for his anger). He victimizes others by exercising his power, and is impotent when it comes to helping his father.

Then the plot turns ironically on itself, and both of the cops find themselves, in very different ways, saving the lives of the very same TV director and his wife. Is this just manipulative storytelling? It didn’t feel that way to me because it serves a deeper purpose than mere irony: Haggis is telling parables, in which the characters learn the lessons they have earned by their behavior.

Other cross-cutting Los Angeles stories come to mind, especially Lawrence Kasdan’s more optimistic Grand Canyon and Robert Altman’s more humanistic Short Cuts. But Crash finds a way of its own. It shows the way we all leap to conclusions based on race—yes, all of us, of all races, and however fair-minded we may try to be—and we pay a price for that.

If there is hope in the story, it comes because as the characters crash into one another, they learn things, mostly about themselves. Almost all of them are still alive at the end and are better people because of what has happened to them. Not happier, not calmer, not even wiser, but better. Then there are those few who kill or get killed; racism has tragedy built in.

Not many films have the possibility of making their audiences better people. I don’t expect Crash to work any miracles, but I believe anyone seeing it is likely to be moved to have a little more sympathy for people not like themselves. The movie contains hurt, coldness, and cruelty, but is it without hope? Not at all.

Stand back and consider. All of these people, superficially so different, share the city and learn that they share similar fears and hopes. Until several hundred years ago, most people everywhere on Earth never saw anybody who didn’t look like them. They were not racist because, as far as they knew, there was only one race. You may have to look hard to see it, but Crash is a film about progress.
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John Leguizamo (Manolo Bonilla), Leonor Watling (Marisa Iturralde), Damián Alcázar (Vinicio Cepeda), Jóse María Yazpik (Iván Suárez), Alfred Molina (Victor Hugo Puente), Camilo Luzuriaga (Bolivar Rojas). Directed by Sebastian Cordero and produced by Alfonso Cuaron, Berta Navarro, Guillermo del Toro, Jorge Vergara, and Isabel Davalos. Screenplay by Cordero.



I don’t know if John Leguizamo was thinking of Geraldo Rivera when he made Cronicas, but I was. Leguizamo plays the same kind of swashbuckling TV reporter who likes to be in the middle of breaking news stories, standing on camera in front of amazing events. Nothing wrong with that, unless you start thinking of yourself as the foreground and the story as the setting.

In Cronicas, Leguizamo plays Manolo Bonilla, a Miami-based star reporter for a Spanish-language network that blankets Latin America. He’s in Ecuador covering the story of the Monster of Babahoyo, a serial killer who has murdered at least 150 young children. During a funeral for the latest victims, a man in a pickup truck grows confused and runs over a small boy. The funeral mob turns ugly, drags the man from his truck, beats him, dowses him with gasoline, and is prepared to set him afire.

Bonilla and his crew film the mob scene right up to the point the match is thrown. Then they’re involved, along with Bolivar Rojas, a local policeman (Camilo Luzuriaga), in saving the man’s life. But a lynching still seems likely, and the man, named Vinicio (Damian Alcazar), bargains with the reporter, telling him he has inside knowledge of the Monster and his methods.

At this point I am prepared to believe that Leguizamo can play just about anyone, and do it well. A list of his roles would take us from a drag queen (To Wong Foo) to Toulouse-Lautrec (Moulin Rouge!) to a dog whisperer (The Honeymooners) to a Shakespeare character (Romeo + Juliet) to a zombie hunter (Land of the Dead). Here he convincingly plays an experienced TV reporter, in a performance that knows the type and knows the job, and strikes a nice balance between how he covers the story and gets publicity for himself, two tasks he is equally suited for.

What’s remarkable is that he plays the character while mostly speaking in Spanish. Yes, Leguizamo was born in Colombia, but his family soon moved to America, and he is not fluent in Spanish; the performance required him to learn the language and use a dialogue coach for line-by-line readings. That he could do that and stay in character as the persuasive, fast-talking media star Bonilla is remarkable.

Bonilla’s conversations with Vinicio arouse in him, and in the audience, the suspicion that this man, who says he is a traveling Bible salesman, might actually be the Monster. He claims he gave the real Monster a lift one day, “and he needed someone to talk to.” He claims that he can lead Bonilla to a grave that contains a body not discovered by the authorities—and Bonilla, hot for a scoop, deliberately keeps this secret from the cops and digs up the evidence himself.

He does his job with a two-person crew. Marisa Iturralde (Leonor Watling, from Bad Education) is his producer, and Ivan Suarez (Jose Maria Yazpik) is his cameraman; the movie knows, as not every movie does, that the cameraman is as instrumental in covering a story as the reporter, sometimes more. The dynamic is complicated because Marisa’s husband, back in Miami, is Victor Hugo Puente (Alfred Molina), anchor of their sensationalistic newscast and a flamboyant ham with his own hunger for publicity.

The movie too quickly leads us to suspect Vinicio as the real Monster, I think, although the Law of Economy of Characters would probably lead us to suspect him no matter what. The question becomes: What will Bonilla do with the information he’s gathering, how can he get the scoop without damaging the investigation, how can he keep Victor Hugo in Miami and away from the action, and how, for that matter, can the movie generate much suspense? Bonilla’s private sleuthing is complicated, he complains to Marisa, because “we’re stuck with the only honest cop in Latin America.”

It goes without saying that Bonilla and Marisa are attracted to each other, but whether they do or don’t betray Victor Hugo really has nothing to do with anything; it’s just the obligatory romantic interlude. More interesting is whether Marisa betrays herself, since she has a journalistic conscience, and Bonilla seems to have mislaid his. Although I understand the strategy of keeping Victor Hugo in Miami, so that he’s seen only on a TV monitor, Alfred Molina is such a gifted actor that I imagine his physical presence in Ecuador would have generated more dramatic interest than his absence.

As it is, the movie loses tension the moment we guess the essential truth behind the story, and the rest is all details. Mostly accurate details, however, in a rare movie that knows TV journalism inside-out; the director, Sebastian Cordero, an Ecuador-born UCLA graduate, gets the right feel for his news crew at work in the field, and Leguizamo and Watling bring a fascination to their characters that the story doesn’t always deserve. There are also nice small moments, as when a great deal depends on knowing the Spanish word for twin. Cronicas is the kind of movie that grabs you while you’re watching, even if later you wish it had grabbed a little harder.
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With the voices of: Drew Barrymore (Maggie), Will Ferrell (Man in the Yellow Hat), Eugene Levy (Clovis), Joan Plowright (Miss Plushbottom), David Cross (Bloomsberry Jr.), Dick Van Dyke (Mr. Bloomsberry), Frank Welker (George). Directed by Matthew O’Callaghan and produced by Brian Grazer, Ron Howard, David Kirschner, Bonne Radford, and Jon Shapiro. Screenplay by Ken Kaufman, based on the books by Margret and H. A. Rey.



Definition of a good family movie: one that appeals to all members of the family. Curious George is not a family movie. It is a children’s movie. There is nothing wrong with that, and a great deal that is admirable. For once, the younger children can watch a movie where they have a good chance of understanding everything that happens and everything that’s said. The new generation of mainstream animation has so many in-jokes that even the editors of People magazine miss some of them. How many of the preschoolers watching Shark Tale realized that Sykes was named after a Charles Dickens character and looked like Martin Scorsese?

On the Ebert & Roeper TV show, Roeper and I technically disagreed about Curious George, even though our opinions of the movie were approximately the same. He voted thumbs down because it was aimed at children. I voted thumbs up because it was aimed at children. We agreed it was not going to be an ecstatic viewing experience for parents.

In theory, I should have voted against it. The critic must recommend what he or she enjoys, not what some hypothetical audience will enjoy. Critics who say, “This is sure to be enjoyed by teenagers,” when they are not teenagers are dummies, and the audience is the ventriloquist. Some of my colleagues say their editors require them to recommend movies on the basis of the tastes of the readers. An editor who does that is instructing the critic in falsehood and incompetence.

Having said that, and since I am not a child, how can I ethically recommend Curious George as a movie for children? I will quote Walt Whitman: “Do I contradict myself? Very well, then I contradict myself. I am large, I contain multitudes.” I have no idea what teenagers think, but I know what four-year-olds think because I was one, an expert one, and I believe that up to a certain age all children enjoy more or less the same things: bright colors, vivid drawings, encouraging music, a plot that is exciting but not too scary, and a character they can identify with. This character should have an older friend who guides him through neat adventures and keeps things from getting too scary. If that doesn’t describe what you liked when you were three or four, then I blame your parents, Mr. and Mrs. Chainsaw.

George the monkey is easy for any kid to identify with. They have so much in common. George cannot make himself understood, he is driven here and there in mechanical vehicles without his consent, adults talk about things he does not understand, and sometimes it’s just not fair how he’s treated. Then he meets the Man in the Yellow Hat (the movie reveals that the man’s name is Ted). Ted (voice by Will Ferrell) makes friends with him, and because he is alone in the world, George stows away on Ted’s ship and ends up in New York, where Ted is trying to save a museum. This undertaking requires Ted and George to fly above the city while holding on to a big bunch of balloons. Meanwhile, Ted has a girlfriend named Maggie (Drew Barrymore), but that’s fine with George, because it means he gets another friend.

I am not sure Ted saves the museum in any meaningful way (it becomes a gallery of virtual-reality experiences), but George has a lot of fun and gets to paint lots of surfaces with bright primary colors, which passes the time pleasantly. There are songs sung by Jack Johnson, which are pleasant if kind of innocuous. The movie is faithful to the spirit and innocence of the books, and director Matthew O’Callaghan and his team create a visual look that is uncluttered, charming, and not so realistic that it undermines the fantasies on the screen.

Is this a movie for the whole family to attend? No, it is a movie for small children and their parents or adult guardians, who will take them because they love them very much. Even if they love them very much, they will have to be very, very patient, so maybe waiting for the DVD is a good idea, except then, of course, you will have to experience it over and over and over and over and over again.
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