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To those who watch and dream, and to B, always






PAPERBACK INTRODUCTION

ONE OF THE ADVANTAGES of being a critic is that when you speak out for what you believe, you’re doing it not only for yourself, but for other moviegoers—to let them know they are not alone. Some of the most heartfelt letters I’ve received have been from viewers, drowning in the tens of millions of publicity dollars spent per film, who feared they stood alone in their beliefs until they read what I’d written. The creation of a community of shared values is very much worth participating in: the pioneers of the Internet knew that, and film critics, if they’re in the mood to count their blessings, know it as well.

This especially came home to me during the appearances I made in support of the hardcover edition of Never Coming to a Theater Near You. Potential buyers inevitably approached the book warily, looking down the table of contents to see if there was anything they recognized. Invariably, there were a few entries—different with every reader—that caused faces to light up and people to say, “I loved that film!” This sense of a coalition of like-minded moviegoers may be something we take for granted, but it definitely exists, and one of the best parts of writing this book was welcoming new members to it.

I always knew, even before the book, that being a film critic can be like having a career in the legendary sewers of Paris. This has little to do with working conditions or even the quality of the product to be dealt with, though at moments of weakness I’m tempted to think it does. Rather, it’s that with either occupation, civilians invariably have a line of questions about exactly what the job is like.

A key part of these conversations, whether they’re with friends or strangers, is the quest for recommendations about what’s worth seeing. Unless you’re a teenager, a night at the movies is a not inconsiderable investment of time, money, and psychic energy, and no one wants to waste any of that on motion picture territory best left unexplored.

Over the dozen years I’ve been a critic at the Los Angeles Times, I’ve noticed an increasing disconnect between the films I recommend  person-to-person because they’ve meant the most to me and the ones most people have managed to see. The pressures to experience the blockbusters of the moment are too great and the time that smaller films remain on screens is so finite (the good really do die young in this business) that most people, even with the best intentions, find that the production they really meant to see is no longer in theaters by the time they carve out the leisure to see it.

In theory, the wide reach of videos and DVDs makes it possible for viewers to catch up on the films they missed, but in practical terms, faced with an intimidating vastness of rental choices, most people blank out on the names of features they’ve been meaning to see and reach for whatever’s handiest. Which is where this book is meant to come in.

Just as every working critic took a different path to their job, every critic has a different reason for wanting to do it. For me, helping viewers to duplicate the great and wonderful highs I’ve experienced in front of a screen and avoid the excruciating lows—being, so to speak, a guide for the perplexed—has always been a key motivation. Just as the apostles wanted to spread the gospel, literally the “good news” about Jesus, I want to spread the gospel about the films that have meant the most to me.

As its title indicates, I’ve envisioned this book as a way to first read up on and then catch up on the great but less visible films you’ve always intended to see but never got around to and now can’t remember. So, though I’ve valued major Hollywood films from L.A. Confidential to Lord of the Rings, those reviews aren’t here because most people don’t need to be reminded of their existence.

Since God doesn’t tell me (or likely anyone else) what a good film is, this selection is a reflection of my taste, of what I’ve found especially satisfying over the past decade and more. I hope and believe it represents the kind of sophisticated, adult, always entertaining films people tell me they are hungering for and really value.

This knowledge has not been easy to come by. The 150 or so reviews included here represent something like 5 percent of my viewing life over that period of time, and anyone who thinks that only the studios make bad films has not endured the wave after wave of woebegone   independent and foreign language productions it is a critic’s lot to experience and pass judgment on.

Yet despite all that unsatisfactory time and effort, I have to say that the opportunity to see the films in this book has made my professional life richly rewarding and well worthwhile. These are motion pictures I likely would not have experienced—and possibly not even have heard of—if reviewing wasn’t my job, and there isn’t one of them I wouldn’t rush to see again in a New York minute. For a critic, that’s saying a lot.

Fortunately, though quality films continue to be rare, they show no sign of going away. I don’t know what’s been more gratifying in the past year, noting new directors like Germany’s Fateh Akin—and his Head-On—that I’d want to include in future editions, or seeing that filmmakers like Hayao Miyazaki and Jacques Audiard, already included in the book, continue to do spectacular work with films like Howl’s Moving Castle and The Beat That My Heart Skipped.


Finally, to paraphrase Raymond Chandler, if there were more films like these, the world would be a better place to live in, and yet not too dull to be worth living in. Individually and en masse, these are the films that enriched my life beyond measure. With any kind of luck, they will enrich yours as well.
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part one

ENGLISH LANGUAGE FILMS





Introduction

It may not be immediately visible, but the benign shadow of the American independent film movement looms over this section like the cinematic version of Caspar the Friendly Ghost.

That’s not apparent at first because close to half of these films are not from the United States at all. More than twenty come from either Great Britain or Ireland, another bunch began in Australia and New Zealand, and there is even one motion picture, the singular Thirty Two Short Films about Glenn Gould, that managed to make it in from Canada.

More than that, unexpected though it may be from a book on films that got away, more than a few of these motion pictures were originally released by a Hollywood studio, albeit a studio that had no idea how to sell what it found on its hands. That’s why the most powerful marketing force in the world was no help when it came to iconoclastic works such as Devil in a Blue Dress, Election, The Iron Giant, Out of Sight, and Wonder Boys.


Even the independent films I’ve chosen don’t necessarily fit into preconceived categories. There are familiar directors in unfamiliar guises (John Sayles as children’s filmmaker with The Secret of Roan Inish) and celebrated actors in unexpected roles (Nicole Kidman as a Russian mail-order bride in Birthday Girl). There are films everyone liked (Whale Rider, You Can Count on Me) and films that seemed to work only for me (Next Stop Wonderland, A Soldier’s Daughter Never Cries).

Most poignant of all is that the relevance of some films has only increased since they were released. What Last Resort said about refugees, My Son the Fanatic about Islamic fundamentalism, Safe about environmental dangers, and Wag the Dog about war conducted for political reasons seems almost frighteningly to the point today.

Yet no matter where they came from or who released them, all of the films in this section are imbued with the spirit of the American independent movement, made in the belief that being smart, thoughtful, and adult isn’t necessarily a barrier to reaching an audience.

Although film journalists and critics like to periodically moan that the independent world isn’t all it could be, that having companies such as Miramax and New Line owned by major studios (in this case, Disney and Time Warner, respectively) has fatally compromised the kinds of films out there, the reality is that this is a glass much more half full than half empty.

Absent a thriving independent film movement, many of the exceptional films presented in this section, whether British, Canadian, Australian, or American in origin, would not have been made, or, if made, may not have found a way into distribution. Yes, things could no doubt be better, but they could also be a great deal worse. And a world without these marvelous films is not one any of us wants to contemplate. Least of all me.




The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert

1994

“Drag is the Drug,” the posters at Cannes promoting The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert announced, not without reason. The comic pizzazz and bawdy dazzle of this film’s vision of gaudy drag performers trekking across the Australian outback certainly has a boisterous, addictive way about it.

But like any self-respecting drug, Priscilla comes with its own built-in hangover. Sharing screen space with the film’s raunchy humor and outrageous musical numbers is a strain of conventional sentimentality that would not be inappropriate on the Disney Channel. It doesn’t ruin the fun, but it certainly takes the edge off it.

One of the reasons writer-director Stephan Elliott has given for making Priscilla was a desire to bring back the vintage Hollywood musical, and, like the old MGM classics, this film is definitely at its best when its trio of actors are performing with a lip-synced song in their hearts.

Whether it’s Mitzi (Hugo Weaving) opening the movie with a torchy rendition of “I’ve Been to Paradise but I’ve Never Been to Me”  or Felicia (Guy Pearce) belting out a Verdi aria in a silver lamé gown on top of a moving bus, or the two of them plus Bernadette (Terence Stamp) launching into synchronized versions of “I Will Survive,” “Shake Your Groove Thing,” or almost anything by ABBA, all in outfits that beggar description, the musical numbers are surefire and irresistible.

While Mitzi and Felicia are more conventional (if that is the right word) drag queens who also answer to the names Tick and Adam, respectively, Bernadette is a hormone-ingesting transsexual who goes ballistic whenever her former given name, Ralph, crosses anyone’s lips.

Despite having made a career out of being what Elliott calls “a heterosexual icon,” Stamp is the movie’s major surprise, gracefully convincing as Bernadette, a woman no longer trapped in a man’s body. Elegant and dignified with enough hauteur for an entire royal family, the resilient Bernadette is a creature of haunted and exquisite gestures, and Stamp doesn’t allow you to feel that even the smallest of them is false.

Though this performance is Priscilla’s most fully realized, the other two leads are also expertly done, partly because Elliott has written them with a well-adjusted liveliness and specificity that gives the actors a good deal to work with.

Tick is the most solid and stable of the three, an established performer and the catalyst for the trip as well. (Weaving, incidentally, was memorable in a completely different role as the angry blind photographer in Jocelyn Moorhouse’s Proof.)

Unknown to his pals, Tick was married before he became a fixture of Sydney’s gay scene, and unexpectedly he gets a phone call from his ex, who manages a resort in middle-of-nowhere Alice Springs and is desperate for entertainers. Can he make the trip, and, more important, dare he tell his friends who asked him to perform?

Bernadette, grieving for a recently dead husband, is persuaded to come along for a change of scene. Adam, an amusingly malicious party animal, is always up for something new and even produces the money for the group’s bus, christened Priscilla. Besides, he confesses, he’s always wanted to travel to the outback and “climb Kings Canyon as a queen,” decked out in a Gautier gown, heels, and a tiara.

The trio’s alcohol-drenched trip through the desert (which caused French critics to call the film Florence d’Arabie) takes up most of Priscilla. The best part of that is the ribald interaction among the three performers, all of whom, especially “cesspool mouth” Adam, have rude and dangerous tongues that can flay the flesh off the unwary.

Less unsettling, in fact regrettably predictable, are most of the adventures that these three run into on their pilgrimage. Not surprisingly, their appearance completely flummoxes the uncomprehending and often angry straight people at each of their stops, and the homophobic scrapes that result have a tendency to feel contrived.

And with the exception of auto mechanic Bob (veteran all-purpose Australian actor Bill Hunter), those met on the road who are not hostile, such as Tick’s wife, are as unconvincingly cheerful and saccharine as Adam is blistering. Their glibness and compassion make an odd contrast with the bitchy talk on the bus, but, to its credit, whenever things get too treacly, Priscilla knows enough to break out those frocks and get the show in gear. That is entertainment for sure.

 




Both Guy Pearce (L.A. Confidential) and Hugo Weaving (The Matrix trilogy) may have gone on to bigger budget films, but they’ve never been more fun on screen than they are here.





Bhaji on the Beach

1994


Bhaji on the Beach is one of those small but remarkable pictures that smiles at the supposed difficulties of moviemaking. Warm and charming while sacrificing neither its integrity nor its point of view, it covers considerable personal and political territory without overreaching or condescending. And it never forgets to have fun.

The debut film of director and co–story writer Gurinder Chadha, apparently the first Indian woman living in Britain to direct a film in  that country, Bhaji is further evidence that Britain’s supposedly moribund film industry is turning into cinema’s most celebrated invalid. Though economic difficulties have seriously curtailed output, those British films that do get made are invariably models of strength and compassion.

The seriocomic story of a day trip to the seaside resort of Blackpool by several generations of women, Bhaji has points in common with work by other socially conscious British directors, particularly the pioneering Ken Loach, whom Chadha views as a mentor, and Mike Leigh, from whom she has borrowed ideas on using extensive rehearsals to define character.

Yet as indicated by the bhaji of the title, an only-in-England snack derived from a traditional Indian dish, this is very much its own film, flavored by the distinctive sensibility of the Indian community that it depicts.

Although Bhaji’s key protagonists may sound just like the English they live among, they are separated from them not only by skin color but also by the difficulties of being a transitional generation, with one foot in the clannish, fearful society of their immigrant parents and the other in the modern Western world in which their futures will take place.


Bhaji begins in Birmingham, an industrial city in the Midlands, and its almost too-rapid introduction of characters gives audiences a sense of the crowded, hectic conditions of the Indian community there. Married children still live with their parents, and the whole business is overseen by a network of vaguely related, invariably censorious older women known collectively (as they were in the similarly themed The Joy Luck Club) as “aunties.”

But by the time a bus holding a cross-section of women sets out for a day of “female fun” at Blackpool under the tutelage of the feminist Simi (Shaheen Khan), two of the passengers, each with her own romantic catastrophe, have come into focus as the film’s parallel protagonists.

Ginder (Kim Vithana) has precipitated a crisis in the close-knit community by leaving her husband, Ranjit (Jimmi Harkishin), and moving into a women’s shelter with her young son. And Hashida  (Sarita Khajuria), a college graduate about to enter medical school, knows she will cause even more of a sensation if word gets out that (a) she is pregnant though unmarried and (b) the father, Oliver, is a young black man of Caribbean descent (Mo Sesay).

When the bus arrives at Blackpool, the city itself, with its gaudy, Coney Islandish air of down-at-the-heels frivolity, takes its place as a character in the film. A setting like this by definition encourages a loosening of bonds, allowing everyone from teenage sisters Ladhu and Madhu to decorous Auntie Asha (Lalita Ahmed) to engage in amusing flirtations. And with both Ranjit and Oliver headed toward Blackpool to try to resolve their difficulties, more serious events are likely to occur as well.

It is this ability to move with grace and ease between comedy and drama that is Bhaji’s particular accomplishment. For though Meera Syal’s script deals with provocative issues, from racism to the place of women in society and the often injurious power of custom and tradition, both she and director Chadha employ a fluid touch that allows points to be made with welcome subtlety.

Critical to this accomplishment is the fondness and empathy for its characters that marks the film’s every scene. The chance to put situations close to their own experience onto the screen must have meant a great deal to everyone involved, and the sense of vivid life that results has made Bhaji on the Beach into a film that manages to be as pleasant as it is pointed.

 




Nearly a decade later, filmmaker Chadha returned to the same Anglo-Indian milieu and turned Bend It Like Beckham into a major international success.





Birthday Girl

2002


Birthday Girl is something rather different, both for star Nicole Kidman and for us. It’s an adventurous, unsettling, heedlessly implausible film, equal parts comedy, romance, excitement, and raw emotion. In a  fierce black farce, Birthday Girl’s remixing of traditional genre elements tells you from frame one that a distinctive film sensibility is at work.

That sensibility belongs to British director Jez Butterworth, who wrote the film with brother Tom and recruited brother Steve to work as producer. Jez also wrote his directing debut, Mojo (1997), which won numerous British theater awards as a play, and he is nothing if not fearless in his casting. For Nadia, a Vampirella-in-spiked-boots Russian mail-order bride, Butterworth went with Australian Kidman. And he picked two young stalwarts of the French film industry, actor Vincent Cassel and actor-director Mathieu Kassovitz, for the film’s other pair of Russian characters. It’s a tribute to how intriguing all three performers found the project that everyone learned to speak the language convincingly enough to get their parts.

Despite this international flavor, Birthday Girl is set in the very English Hertfordshire town of St. Albans, where young John Buckingham (Ben Chaplin of The Truth about Cats and Dogs) works long and tedious hours as a bank teller. A sad-eyed, timid soul whose biggest problem is an ant infestation in his tidy home, John despairs of finding a mate in the neighborhood. So, in an act he considers “quite brave,” he sends a video off to the endless steppes of Russia in search of a mail-order bride. “Someone you can really talk to” is what he’s looking for. After all, “communication is the key.”

When dark-haired Nadia shows up at the local airport, she is definitely not what John bargained for. Resembling a man-eating spider-woman and not speaking a word of English, Nadia dresses a bit like a hooker and considers the Russian-English dictionary John helpfully provides as useful only for squashing those wayward ants.

Terrified of what he’s gotten into, John tries to return Nadia like an unsatisfactory Fortnum & Mason’s fruitcake. That proves tricky, especially after Nadia discovers and caters to his kinky sexual preferences. Alternately frightened, bewildered, and delighted, John can’t decide if he’s fallen in love or just found a flesh-and-blood sex toy. And that’s just the start of his confusion.

When a besotted John plans a birthday party for Nadia, who should show up—and ask to stay a while—but her long-lost cousin  Yuri (Kassovitz) and Yuri’s obstreperous new friend Alexei (Cassel). John, who doesn’t want to share Nadia with anyone, is aghast at the invasion of two feckless louts whose motto is “Plans are for architects.” “Boisterous” is a mild word for this pair’s shenanigans, but the moment John finally feels he’s had enough is the point at which Birthday Girl’s plot really begins.

For, complex though it may sound, the above is merely a prelude to Birthday Girl’s main action. That surprising series of constantly changing events moves so fast—and so enjoyably—that it’s hard to notice or really care that it doesn’t necessarily make a whole lot of sense.

Keeping us involved are the uniformly fine performances of this polyglot cast, starting with the convincingly Slavic and always entertaining Kidman, who has considerable fun as the strong-minded, intrepid woman no man can resist.

As for the men, Chaplin is adept as the buttoned-down, follow-the-rules functionary who’s gotten himself into something wild, while Kassovitz and Cassel, friends in real life, add a believable touch of bizarre comradeship to their portrayal of stereotypical Russians on the make.

Though Birthday Girl is probably too unnerving and at times savage a relationship comedy to be a universal taste, its success on its own terms says a lot for the gifts of director-writer Butterworth. He guides us through the world of chaos and romantic confusion he’s created as if it’s the most natural place in the world. After a while, we actually believe it is.




Bloody Sunday

2002

Bloody Sunday was, as a character says, a moment of truth and a moment of shame. It was a savage blow delivered decades ago that the Northern Irish city of Derry has yet to put behind it. It caused a national furor so long-lived that the British government was recently forced to reopen its investigation into the event. And it has inspired first a classic song by U2 and now an exceptional film, a compelling,  gut-clutching piece of advocacy cinema that carries you along in a torrent of emotion as it explores the awful complications of one terrifying day.


Bloody Sunday, which shared the Golden Bear award at the 2002 Berlin Film Festival, shows the power of real events dramatically conveyed. Made by writer-director Paul Greengrass out of a sense of communal outrage that has not gone away, this film never wavers, never loses its focus or its conviction. It takes us from dawn to dusk on January 30, 1972, a day in which British troops opened fire on unarmed civil rights marchers. Twenty-seven people were hit, at least five shot in the back; fourteen died.

Though he’s made some dramatic features, Greengrass is best known for his ten years of doing documentaries for a top British TV series. Starting from the painstaking book Eyewitness Bloody Sunday, by Don Mullan, which led to the reopening of the case, and taking Gillo Pontecorvo’s landmark Battle of Algiers as a model, Greengrass and his team (production designer John Paul Kelly, editor Clare Douglas, and director of photography Ivan Stasburg) have re-created the events of that day with such potency you feel you are there with the marchers, personally experiencing the awful inevitability of history gone terribly wrong.

Cinematographer Stasburg deserves special mention for the way his expressive, jittery, hand-held cinema verité camera work, lurking around corners and eavesdropping on conversations, creates the immediacy of newsreel footage. Bloody Sunday plays like it’s the work of a documentary crew with great instincts and total access. It manages the difficult trick of conveying chaos while allowing us to recognize the patterns in the madness. It’s both spontaneous enough to resemble reality captured on the fly and focused enough to be intensely dramatic.


Bloody Sunday’s narrative device retains its potency throughout the film: Everything is structured around cutting back and forth between two of Northern Ireland’s perennial antagonists, the beleaguered British Army and the province’s restive Catholic minority.

The Catholics, ironically led by their Protestant member of Parliament Ivan Cooper (an outstanding James Nesbitt), are holding a  press conference restating their determination, as believers in peaceful protest in the Martin Luther King Jr. tradition, to march the next day for civil rights and against the British practice of internment without trial.

At the same time, the British Army, personified by the ultra-confident Major General Robert Ford (the impeccable Tim Piggott-Smith), is holding a press conference of its own, reiterating that marches are banned and that people “organizing such events are liable to immediate arrest. Any responsibility for violence must rest on their shoulders.”

Though both sides speak the same King’s English, genuine communication is nonexistent. Fortified by internal logic and vocal supporters, the army and the Catholics are equally sure they are in the right, a situation that leads to a fatal end.


Bloody Sunday focuses on a quartet of protagonists, two on each side, representing a kind of “Upstairs/Downstairs” look at the day’s events as they unfold. The youngest character is seventeen-year-old Gerry Donaghy (Declan Duddy, himself the nephew of a seventeen-year-old who died on that day). A Catholic boy just three weeks out of prison for throwing stones, he needs to stay out of trouble but doesn’t want to miss the excitement. The youngest person on the other side is Soldier 027 (Mike Edwards), one of the hated, red beret–wearing British paratroopers who’ve been secretly brought into the city to snatch up the march ringleaders and stamp out stray hooligans. Authentically played by ex–military men, the paras perfectly convey cogs in a military machine whose programmed eagerness to get out and do what they were trained to do proves catastrophic.

The commander of British troops in the city, Brigadier Patrick MacLellan (Nicholas Farrell), also feels hamstrung, caught between local leaders who want peace and the obdurate General Ford, determined to teach the Catholics a lesson about exactly who is in charge.

Far from being a hothead, Ivan Cooper, the man in charge on the other side, feels exceptionally responsible for the marchers’ safety. He even convinces his colleagues to change the route so as to lessen the chance of hostilities. “We just want a peaceful march,” he says. “This is our day.”

Yet what happened turned out to be beyond anyone’s control. Emotions on both sides proved impossible to contain, and Bloody Sunday conveys to an almost unbearable extent the chaos that resulted.

Though it’s clear where its sympathies lie, the film has been careful not to treat even the British as anything other than fallible individuals operating under hellacious pressures. Once positions hardened, tragedy was all but inevitable, and Bloody Sunday does the spirit of that awful day full and unforgettable justice.




Bottle Rocket

1996


Bottle Rocket has just what its characters lack: an exact sense of itself. A confident, eccentric debut about a trio of shambling and guileless friends who become the Candides of crime, Rocket feels particularly refreshing because it never compromises its delicate deadpan sensibility. Unlike most lost generation tales, this one never loses its way.


Bottle Rocket is especially exciting because it was put together by a core group of under-thirties, all of whom are new to features. Director Wes Anderson co-wrote the script with his friend Owen Wilson, who, in very much of a family affair, co-stars with his brothers Luke and Andrew.


Bottle Rocket is likewise a story of the limits and strengths of friendship and other relationships. It generously invites us into the dim-bulb world of a gang that can’t think straight, where daft self-delusion can always find a home, and reality has only a limited appeal. A world whose always-in-earnest characters would be shocked to find out how funny they are.

Anthony (Luke Wilson) and Dignan (Owen Wilson) are best friends in their twenties who are searching for a handle on life, though searching may be too strenuous a word for how they go about things. Anthony, the quieter, more apologetic of the two, is a wistful romantic who’s just been hospitalized for what is euphemistically called “exhaustion.” His younger sister is hardly fooled. “You haven’t worked a day in your life,” she points out. “How can you be exhausted?”

Nominally more directed but in truth just as clueless is Dignan, who has as much juice as the Energizer bunny but no real idea of what to do with it. A high-intensity motormouth given to writing out plans for the next seventy-five years of his life, Dignan is desperate to be the head of a crack criminal team.

The only trouble is, the only people he has to work with are himself and his goofball friends. Terribly sincere and insecure, always concerned about whose feelings have been hurt, these earnest misfits are not the most promising material for a life outside the law.

Anthony and Dignan hook up with the equally disaffected Bob (Robert Musgrave), a timid soul abandoned by his wealthy parents and terrorized by his older brother, Futureman (Andrew Wilson). Bob gets to join the gang because he’s the only one they know who has access to the essential getaway car.

The kind of team the word “misadventure” was invented for, the boys are to serious criminals what bottle rockets (cheap, unimpressive fireworks) are to real explosives. After pulling a few desultory jobs, they flee to an isolated motel to “lie low until the heat cools down.” There they meet one of the only people in the film to have a true sense of direction.

Her name is Inez (Like Water for Chocolate’s Lumi Cavazos), and she’s an immigrant from Paraguay who works as one of the motel’s housekeepers. Though Inez speaks no English, Anthony instantly falls wholly in love (“It’s just so unexpected,” he marvels), to the point where he’s helping Inez make beds while a threatened Dignan grouses about his friend’s flabby commitment to a life of crime.

Also forceful is the man Dignan idolizes, the enigmatic, all-knowing Mr. Henry (James Caan). Head of a grounds-keeping organization called the Lawn Wranglers by day, Mr. Henry runs an erratic crew of career criminals by night, and being accepted as one of his cohorts is Dignan’s ultimate fantasy.

With these two versions of purposeful reality to choose from, the question is not only which one Anthony will select, but whether he  can bring himself to choose anything. “You’re like paper,” Inez accurately tells him through the good offices of a dishwasher/translator, “flying here and there.”

Though Bottle Rocket is wryly amusing from beginning to end, the hard edges of the real world are never too far from its surface. And it is the particular grace of the film that though all its characters end up with something like what they’re looking for, it’s not exactly how they’d imagined it would be. And getting it doesn’t prevent them from staying delusional to the end.

A cracked coming-of-age movie merged with a comic caper, the kind of flip side to Heat that the Italian Big Deal on Madonna Street was to Rififi, Bottle Rocket at times seems reminiscent of any number of things, including Donald Westlake’s wonderful Dortmunder mystery novels Bank Shot and The Hot Rock.


But what is finally special about this film is its singularity, the ways in which it does not seem quite like anything else. Starting life as a short film that was accepted at Sundance, Bottle Rocket found a patron in executive producer James L. Brooks, who recognized in this gentle comedy of alienation and its cures a unique cinematic voice. Here’s hoping there are others out there this fresh and this bright.

 




Both Wilson brothers went on to serious Hollywood careers, and Anderson’s subsequent films, Rushmore and The Royal Tannenbaums, made him a star of the independent world, but this remains their most completely satisfying work.





The Commitments

1991

Try as you might, there’s no resisting The Commitments. Yes, it’s sporadically slick, surfacy, and manipulative (it is directed by Alan Parker, after all), but those are just words, and words don’t have a chance against the supple power of some of the most melodic, euphoric music ever written, a sound so potent it could probably liberate the world.

We’re talking, to borrow a phrase from the late Sam Cooke, about “that sweet soul music,” an entire Stax-Volt and Atlantic catalog of classics such as “Try a Little Tenderness,” “Mr. Pitiful,” “Chain of Fools,” and “Mustang Sally.” Join those tunes to an energetic and photogenic group of youthful performers and a fantasy plot decked out to look like reality, and you have an astute formula for high-spirited, infectious entertainment that The Commitments executes with a brisk and breathless brio.

Taken from a novel by Roddy Doyle (who wrote the script along with veteran Brits Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais), The Commitments begins with a young man with a dream in a town without pity. Jimmy Rabbitte (Robert Arkins) is Dublin, Ireland, born and bred, and music has always been his passion. The first in the neighborhood to have a Frankie Goes to Hollywood tape, his musical credentials are impeccable, and two friends, tired of playing retreads at local celebrations, ask him to help them form a new band.

Jimmy agrees, but only a soul ensemble will do for him. “The Irish are the blacks of Europe, Dubliners the blacks of Ireland, and North-siders the blacks of Dublin,” he explains to his dubious pals. “And we would be working class if there was any work.” After rejecting names such as “A Flock of Budgies,” “The Commitments” is settled on because “all the good ’60s bands were ‘The Somethings.’”

Placing an ad in the newspaper stating his intentions, Jimmy, very much like the protagonist in Seven Samurai, goes about gathering his band of outsiders. He finds a lead singer in Deco (Andrew Strong), a tram conductor with an attitude prone to performing drunk at weddings. An aging “born-again” trumpet player, Joey (The Lips) Fagan (Johnny Murphy), shows up on a bike with credentials that run from Elvis to Otis and announces, “The Lord sent me.” And three of the comeliest of local girls are recruited as Commitment-ettes, the backup group no soul aggregation can be without.

Interestingly enough, director Parker instigated a parallel search when it came to casting this film. Shrewdly intent on a non-star ensemble, he organized an open casting call in Dublin that drew more than 1,500. Finally, of the dozen principal roles, only two were filled by professional actors, the other ten by musicians (including sixteen-year-old Strong, with a raucous voice easily twice his age). And though many of them talk with fairly thick Irish accents, the context, if not always the exact words, is never less than clear.

A director known for bringing not the lightest of hands to some very heavy scenarios (Midnight Express and Mississippi Burning, for example), Parker has loosened up quite a bit here, not forcing the action as much as he did in the similar Fame and bringing a surprisingly loony touch to characters such as Jimmy’s Elvis-obsessed father. No doubt complicit in this good humor is Parker’s cast, whose first-timer enthusiasm fills the film with the kind of cheerful, pulsating vitality it is impossible to fake and wonderful to share in.

Not only lively, these kids can play, and one of the most captivating things about The Commitments is watching their inevitable jelling into a group to be reckoned with. Much of the film, in fact, comes to feel like MTV-with-a-plot, as Parker alternates video-like presentations of their songs with the inevitable tension, dissension, romance, and rivalries that no self-respecting movie band lacks.

Fortunately, each aspect reinforces the other: We care about the singers because of what we know of their lives, and the strength of their performances help us forgive the clichéd nature of their difficulties and the sketchiness of some of the characterizations.

For though the gritty locale of Dublin is a relatively unused setting for a film, the story The Commitments tells is hardly a new one, and one of the problems the film has is that its arc is awfully familiar. Also, Parker, ever the preacher, can’t resist imbuing Jimmy with a Bible-seller’s fervor about the benefits of soul music, which he imparts in brief, overly earnest pep talks.

But whenever The Commitments threatens to get bogged down in its own problems, Parker is savvy enough to pull it back with more of that invigorating music on the soundtrack. When that band starts to sing, the screen fills with genuine life, and that is too rare a commodity for anyone to second-guess for long.





Croupier

2000

Intense, hypnotic, assured, Croupier mesmerizes from its opening image of a roulette ball on the move. A taut journey inside the world of professional gambling, this enigmatic, beautifully made film crosses the traditions of film noir with a distinctly modern anomie, with results as ice cold and potent as the vodka its protagonist keeps in his freezer.

It’s been nearly twenty years since Croupier’s director, Mike Hodges, made Get Carter, arguably the most influential of British gangster movies, described by one disapproving critic as “a bottle of neat gin swallowed before breakfast.” And it’s been almost twenty-five since writer Paul Mayersberg wrote the haunting, David Bowie–star-ring The Man Who Fell to Earth. Collaborating for the first time, Hodges and Mayersberg have fashioned an elegant jewel, hard and bright, where the austerity of Robert Bresson meets the laconic toughness of Raymond Chandler.

Our guide is Jack, a tyro writer with dyed blond hair compellingly played by Clive Owen. Jack’s detached habit of referring to himself in the third person in Croupier’s extensive voice-over gives him a distant, uninvolved air, but don’t confuse his coldness with complete amorality. Jack’s lack of surface emotion masks passions he’s had to bury because in his world, no moment of humanity or warmth goes unpunished.

Jack is no more than half in love with Marion (Gina McKee), the London policewoman turned store detective he lives with. “You’re an enigma, you are,” she says fondly, to which Jack accurately responds, in the voice-over only the audience hears, “Not an enigma, a contradiction.” His unspoken credo is “Hang on tightly, let go lightly.”

Jack is trying to be a writer, but the only editor he knows is not exactly encouraging: “Celebrity is what sells books,” the man tells him. “We can always find someone to do the writing.” So when Jack’s estranged, amoral father calls and says he’s lined up a job for his boy at London’s Golden Lion casino, he’s more receptive to the offer than he might have been.

Jack, as it turns out, has had enough casino experience in South Africa to make him wary of returning to the pit. But the lure of regular income persuades him to take his hair back to its original, more sepulchral, jet black and accept a job as croupier, the person who rakes in the chips and pays the winners on games of chance from roulette to blackjack.

Though we never learn exactly why, Jack categorically refuses to gamble and has near-contempt for those who do. Still, when he enters the mirror-walled Golden Lion for the first time, his needling voice-over insists, “Welcome back, Jack, to the house of addiction.” Later, Jack elaborates in the usual third person: “A wave of elation came over him. He was hooked again, watching people lose.”

Photographed by Mark Garfath and edited by Les Healey, Croupier beautifully captures the tactile quality of the gaming world: the inviting spin of the roulette wheel, the click of the chips, the whoosh of cards turning over on felt. The film, smartly acted across the board, also allows audiences to feel how and why all this becomes addictive, to experience the rush inside that airless world rather than simply have it described.

Being a croupier demands the nerves and skill of a close-up magician, and though Jack likes to behave like a detached voyeur, much given to ironic comments, in fact the pressure is so unbearable he literally shakes for hours after his shift. Ever the writer, Jack quotes Ernest Hemingway from A Farewell to Arms about his own situation: “The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills.”

Despite his attachment to Marion, Jack is drawn to two very different women whom he meets through the casino. One, Bella (Kate Hardie), is a mousy fellow dealer he glances at and concludes, “She looks like trouble.” The other, Jani de Villiers (ER’s Alex Kingston), is a glamorous gambler who’s also spent time in South Africa. Mayersberg’s intricate, carefully structured plot involves them all as they try their best to survive in a “bent world” where no one can be trusted, yourself least of all.





Dead Man Walking

1995

It is happenstance as much as anything else that gets Sister Helen Prejean (Susan Sarandon) to death row. On impulse she answers a letter from an inmate at the Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola, and now she’s in the chaplain’s office, listening politely as he tells her that condemned prisoners are without exception manipulative and barbaric. “Do you know,” he asks her evenly, “what you’re getting into?”

She doesn’t, of course, but more to the point, neither do we. For Dead Man Walking, written and directed by Tim Robbins from Sister Prejean’s highly praised book on her death-row experiences, is neither easy nor conventional. Unusual in both its subject matter and its approach, this film guides us on a pair of intertwined paths that American movies rarely venture down.

Taking the death penalty as its subject, Dead Man Walking is, first of all, an example of the cinema of ideas. Robbins, an accomplished actor whose directorial debut was the political satire Bob Roberts, is a careful and forceful filmmaker whose movies have something to say. His thrust here is not so much polemical as exploratory: He wants to examine capital punishment with as much dispassion as possible, trusting the power of events to engage us without the aid of overdramatization.

But because Sister Prejean is its protagonist, Dead Man Walking has another aim as well. Her involvement with convicted murderer Matthew Poncelet (Sean Penn) has to do with saving his soul, with helping him to take responsibility for his acts so he can die in peace and grace. So, with something like the austere gravity more usually associated with the films of French director Robert Bresson, Dead Man takes us on the reluctant, difficult, essentially spiritual journey these two unlikely people make together.

For this kind of straight-ahead movie to work, the acting must be strong without even a breath of theatricality, and Penn and Sarandon are performers capable of making that happen.

Though it’s hardly a stretch for Penn to be playing a bad boy, he brings a renewed conviction and a skewered intensity to this part that  makes his performance fresh and overpowering. Everything about Poncelet is unsettling and slightly off-center, from his helmet-like, lacquered pompadour to the disturbing restraint with which he talks. Cold around the eyes and as mesmerizing as a snake, Poncelet is disturbing as only hard-core evil can be, yet Penn also has the ability to make the character’s emotional turmoil believable.

Since complete goodness is harder to make convincing on screen than unblinking evil is, Sarandon’s part is by definition more challenging. Though her portrayal finally breaks through and gives the film much of its power, it is not as clear-cut or straightforward a success as Penn’s work is.

Easy and secure in her belief, with a resilient smile and an unflappable temperament, Sister Helen works at Hope House in a particularly hopeless corner of New Orleans. When she answers Poncelet’s letter, goes to meet him on death row, and helps interest attorney Hilton Barber (Robert Prosky) in his appeal, she sees her aim of saving a human life as simple and self-evident.

It doesn’t remain that way for long. Though Poncelet (a composite of two real-life inmates) maintains his innocence, Sister Helen is disturbed by the horrific nature of the crime he and an associate were convicted of, the brutal murder of a pair of teenage lovers. She is disgusted by his unalloyed prejudice and finds that as her involvement with his case gets into the papers, her friends and family are increasingly unsympathetic to what she’s doing. “A full heart,” her mother warns her, “shouldn’t follow an empty head.”

In fact, Dead Man Walking is weakest in not expanding on Sister Helen’s reasons for persevering with a case that is causing difficulty with almost everyone close to her. She simply shrugs, smiles, and soldiers on, which, combined with Robbins’s occasional coldness as a director, makes her seem not as believably human as she needs to be.

One thing that is explored in provocative detail is the strongest jolt Sister Helen receives, the hostility of the murder victims’ parents. Their agony at a wound that can never be healed, their challenge to the sister to comfort them as well as the condemned man, are compassionately explored, and their emotional stories are likely to tear up audiences as much as they do Sister Helen.

But though one of the parents tells the sister she must choose sides—that she can’t have it both ways—Sister Helen disagrees. She is determined to minister to the parents if they’ll let her, but also to be Poncelet’s designated spiritual adviser, to be with him in the final week before his execution, trying to break through his reserve and save him. Although Dead Man’s conclusion has its doubtful moments, by the time it arrives Sarandon has demonstrated the strength and resolve of Sister Prejean, the sheer forcefulness of her will to goodness.

Though it is not hard to guess which side Robbins is on in all of this, Dead Man Walking is not an anti–capital punishment pamphlet. By giving a full hearing to several aspects of this complex issue, the director wants audiences to do what the sister does, to see both Poncelet and the parents as people first and symbols second, to find the human places in this acrimonious and often impersonal debate.




Deconstructing Harry

1997

People are going to be furious at this Woody Allen film, and it’s not difficult to see why. Writer Harry Block, played by Allen himself, is petty, spiteful, and vindictive, and his self-absorbed, misogynistic antics are painful to experience.

But Deconstructing Harry is also bracingly funny, and from a dramatic and psychological point of view, it is compelling viewing. A bravura act of self-revelation, its vivid portrait of one man’s fears, fantasies, and neuroses uses a mixture of reality, imagination, and comedy to create one of the writer-director’s most involving films.

What makes Harry especially fascinating is the way it counterpoints recent Allen films such as Mighty Aphrodite and Everyone Says I Love You. There, too, he played an unlikely Lothario who always manages off-putting romantic scenes with young and attractive actresses. But while those films have been unhappy masquerades, trying without success to pass off their smarmy aspects as light entertainment, Allen here drops the mask.

So though Harry Block’s actions are familiar, no attempt is made to paint them as charming. Allen, in fact, originally wanted to title his film The Worst Man in the World, and the jazz standard “Twisted,” with lyrics such as “My analyst told me I was out of my head,” runs over the opening credits. Spiritually bankrupt and sexually obsessed, Harry is uncompromisingly presented as an unsavory scoundrel, albeit one with a sense of humor. Told that his life is all about nihilism, sarcasm, and orgasm, Harry shoots back, “In France, I could run on that ticket and win.”

Not necessarily a mea culpa, Harry feels, despite pro forma disclaimers to the contrary, like the most nakedly autobiographical of Allen’s recent works, complete with the usual references to baseball, Chinese food, therapy, and Manhattan’s Upper West Side. In this, his twenty-eighth theatrical feature, the director has come closest to the lacerating and defiant self-revelation of one of his idols, Ingmar Bergman, though it goes without saying that Allen’s soul is both funnier and considerably more Jewish than Scandinavian.

Twenty-eight is a lot of features, and while some have a tossed-off, who-cares feeling about them, Harry is the opposite. Its intricate and carefully worked out structure would defeat a less experienced director, and Allen, collaborating once again with cinematographer Carlo DiPalma and editor Susan E. Morse, has worked more substance into his 95 minutes than studio behemoths have managed at twice that length.


Harry’s opening sequences give an indication of Allen’s method. Lucy (Judy Davis) is shown furiously exiting a Manhattan cab on a rainy night not once but some half a dozen times, the repetition emphasizing the extent of her rage. Then comes a vacation-home scene where a writer named Ken (Richard Benjamin) is seen having farcical sex with his sister-in-law Leslie (Julia Louis-Dreyfus).

Next it’s back to Lucy, who has come to Harry’s house with the intent of murdering him because his last novel caused the breakup of Lucy’s marriage and created a rift between Lucy and her sister Jane (Amy Irving), Harry’s third wife. The farcical sex scene we’ve just seen turns out to be a dramatization of Harry’s novel, and Lucy is the  real-life sister-in-law who’s had to face the effects of Harry’s callous use of personal experience in his fiction. “You take everyone’s suffering and turn it into gold,” Lucy hisses at him as only Judy Davis can. “I want to kill the black magician.”

Lucy may be hysterical, but she is dead-on correct. Harry has always heedlessly exploited the people closest to him for his work and been indifferent about the consequences. And among this film’s cleverer aspects are dramatizations of Harry’s earlier fiction, including a deft Kafkaesque story about an actor named Mel (Robin Williams) who discovers that he’s literally gone out of focus. Harry even meets one of his fictional doppelgängers outside the Red Apple Rest, a venerable New Jersey roadside restaurant, and has a conversation with the double about the kind of person he’s become.


Deconstructing Harry also exposes us to the contorted personal side of a blocked writer who drinks too much, swallows pills to counteract depression, is ambivalent (at best) about being Jewish, and complains to his latest analyst about the way his compulsive sexual fantasies have wreaked havoc with his life. “Did Raoul Wallenberg,” he muses, “want to bang every cocktail waitress in Europe?”

After being simultaneously involved with wife Jane and sister Lucy, Harry left both of them to carry on with the inevitably younger and more attractive Fay (Elisabeth Shue). And the writer’s selfish attempts to manipulate her life for his own short-term benefit is one of the film’s major strands.

In the midst of all this, Harry learns he’s to get an award from Adair, the college that expelled him once upon a time. Not surprisingly, given his repellent personality, no one wants to go with him to the presentation, and the group he ends up with—including his young son, his old friend Richard (Bob Balaban), and a hooker named Cookie (Hazelle Goodman)—leads to absurdist scenarios that are comical and devastating.

Allen has helped make the film’s problematic scenario involving by assembling his usual command-performance cast and utilizing them in unexpected ways. Who else would have Eric Bogosian as a religious zealot or even think of casting Demi Moore as an Orthodox  wife fervently reciting blessings in Hebrew? And Allen’s sense of humor, with its irresistible zest for the dark side (“To evil,” a toast runs, “it keeps things humming”), is as sharp as ever.

But what feels like Deconstructing Harry’s almost compulsive honesty is its strongest lure. When Harry says, “I’m no good at life, but I write well,” it’s a fitting coda to a scathing look at one man’s disastrous experiences with marriage, adultery, and the literary life. Self-flagellating and fearless, Deconstructing Harry does a lot of things, but holding back because of what an audience might find objectionable is not one of them.




The Deep End

2001


The Deep End is melodrama dressed up in its Sunday best. Exquisitely made with a mesmerizing sense of style, it shows the wonderful things that can happen when traditional material is both handled with care and adroitly updated.

Writer-directors Scott McGehee and David Siegel understand the terrible power of melodrama. They not only know how compelling the noir staples of homicide and blackmail can be when transferred to the bright sunlight of middle-class America, they also know how to make these impossible dilemmas gripping and convincing.

Based on The Blank Wall, a 1940s novel by Elisabeth Sanxay Holding, the rare tale of suspense that writer Raymond Chandler approved of, The Deep End’s theatrical story of self-sacrifice and spoken and unspoken love revolves around a completely unlikely thriller heroine.

Margaret Hall is the mother of three, a couldn’t-be-more-traditional Navy wife who lives with her children and her borderline doddering father-in-law on the shores of Lake Tahoe while her husband spends months away at sea. She may be someone whose idea of a crisis is a glitch in carpool scheduling, but Margaret is a mother above all else, and when danger looms, there turns out to be little she can’t or won’t do to protect her child.

To play this most conventional woman, The Deep End subversively cast a most unconventional actress, the remarkable Tilda Swinton. Though she’s starred in films for fifteen years, the Scottish-born Swinton is largely unknown to American audiences because much of her excellent work has been for art-house directors such as Derek Jarman (Caravaggio) and Sally Potter (Orlando). Her performance here is quietly astonishing, a triumph of demure urgency and controlled desperation.

Margaret’s dilemma not only sounds like the plot of a 1940s Hollywood film, it was one. The Blank Wall was filmed once before, with Joan Bennett and James Mason starring in 1949 for director Max Ophuls in the equally persuasive The Reckless Moment. The plot similarities between the two are naturally numerous, but the new film has shrewdly changed and updated a key story point.

While the 1949 film has Joan Bennett’s mother protective about the lecherous advances of an unscrupulous older man toward her innocent young daughter, Margaret has to contend with the more disturbing notion—for her—of an unscrupulous older man getting into a romantic relationship with her teenage son.

Reno club owner Darby Reese (Josh Lucas), the picture of bemused, rakish seductiveness, is the man in question. In addition to its metaphysical implications, The Deep End is the name of his establishment, and the film opens with Margaret knocking on its door on a hot Nevada morning, oblivious to how out of place she and her SUV look in front of it even in broad daylight, determined to get the oily Reese to stay away from her son.

That would be seventeen-year-old Beau (Jonathan Tucker), a high school senior and promising musician who gets all whiny and adolescent with his mother when she brings up the liaison, insisting she’s blowing it all out of proportion. Reese, however, knows better. “She’s a mother,” he tells the boy at a rendezvous at the family boathouse, “not a moron.”

Reese is more right than he’s ever going to know. A web of coincidence, circumstance, and accident leads to a very bad thing happening at that boathouse and leaving Margaret all alone with the task of trying to prevent something almost as bad from happening to her  son, all alone coping with crises she can see and those that completely blindside her.

Alek Spera (ER’s Goran Visnjic) is one of the latter. Dark, intense, with deep, piercing eyes, he appears at her door and announces, “I came to talk about Darby Reese and your son.” As it did for James Mason, who played the part in 1949, his slight foreign accent makes what he says a bit more unnerving. Yet while his activities may be criminal, Alek is not a thug. Rather, he’s that rare hard guy who is also capable of moral ambivalence, and his interplay with the increasingly frantic Margaret is The Deep End at its most effective.

Filmmakers McGehee and Siegel, who debuted with the less successful Suture, have here turned out something coolly confident and exquisitely controlled. They’ve understood how stylized restraint complements excessive material, and, working with editor Lauren Zuckerman, they display an exact grasp of what to keep, what to emphasize, and what to discard.

Peter Nashel’s deliberate, unsettling score is essential to setting the mood, but the biggest advantage in this regard is The Deep End’s visual sense. Faultlessly lit, composed, and shot by director of photography Giles Nuttgens (whose other credits run the considerable gamut from Deepa Mehta’s Fire to Battlefield Earth), The Deep End has a beautifully modulated color scheme (Kelly McGehee and Christopher Tandon do the superb production design) and the ability to utilize a wide variety of water imagery without overdoing the notion.

Finally, however, actress Swinton is this film’s greatest asset. By temperament and by necessity, Margaret is a woman who has learned to keep everything, especially her voice, under tight control. So Swinton’s performance, simultaneously emotionless and emotion-laden, uses an extraordinary range of facial expressions to benchmark the transformations her character undergoes. If you’re going to reinvent melodrama for modern times, there’s no one you’d rather have on your side.





Devil in a Blue Dress

1995

Hard-boiled fiction is a been-around genre about done-that individuals, so the pleasant air of newness and excitement that Devil in a Blue Dress gives off isn’t due to its familiar find-the-girl plot. Rather, it’s the film’s glowing visual qualities, a striking performance by Denzel Washington, and the elegant control that Carl Franklin has over it all that create the most exotic crime entertainment of the season.

There’s an irony about Devil’s exoticism, because its setting isn’t some remote overseas locale but right in Los Angeles, the circa 1948 streets surrounding a vibrant Central Avenue. It says quite a bit about the nature of Hollywood and the history of American race relations that that time and place are as remote as Burkina Faso as far as mainstream movie audiences are concerned.

For writer-director Franklin, adapting the first of Walter Mosley’s popular series of Ezekiel (Easy) Rawlins detective novels for a major studio also had its exotic aspects. Franklin’s previous film was the acclaimed and accomplished low-budget thriller One False Move, and carrying off the transition to larger budgets without the loss of creative edge could have presented a problem.

Instead, Devil in a Blue Dress turns out to be a major accomplishment, a fluid, persuasive piece of moviemaking graced with the considerable visual sophistication of Tak Fujimoto, executive producer Jonathan Demme’s favorite cinematographer. Starting with its mood-setting credit sequence—a slow pan over a gorgeous Archibald Motley Jr. painting of Bronzeville at Night while a T-Bone Walker blues piece plays on the soundtrack—this is a film in smooth control of its ways and means.

Also in complete charge of his resources is Denzel Washington, who establishes himself once again as a superb leading man. Coolly handsome, able to project sly humor and measurable sexuality as well as dignity and strength, Washington can also play confusion and uncertainty when the story demands it. And no one since Marlon Brando’s A Streetcar Named Desire days has looked better in a tight T-shirt.

Washington also has the sensitivity to play Easy Rawlins as a man  of his era, a 1940s Negro who must out of necessity leaven his heroic qualities with the kind of circumspect behavior demanded by those more overtly racist times, when it was risky for black men to venture north of Wilshire Boulevard at night, and even the Ambassador Hotel was segregated by color.


Devil opens with Easy in trouble. Fired from his job at a defense plant, he has an overdue house payment and a lack of prospects. Then a bartender introduces him to the mysterious Dewitt Albright (Tom Sizemore), whose living consists of “doing favors for friends.” He asks Easy to help him find a white woman named Daphne Monet (Jennifer Beals), the fiancee of one of the city’s most powerful men, who fancies jazz and likes to hang out around Central Avenue. It sounds too easy, which, of course, it is.

With its frequent twists and references to corruption at the highest levels of Los Angeles’s power elite, Devil owes a good deal to Robert Towne’s script for Roman Polanski’s classic Chinatown. To no one’s surprise but his own, Easy is soon in way over his head in the usual world of murder, blackmail, and betrayal, where all his attempts to do the right thing only get him into more and more trouble.

Fortunately for Easy, Mouse, a pal from his past who would truly as soon kill someone as look at them, shows up and helps out. Played with a picture-stealing bravado by Don Cheadle, Mouse is a more comic character here than in Mosley’s book, but that change, like the others Franklin has made to the novel, turns out to be an audience-friendly alteration.

Though Devil’s plot is a standard one, the same is not true of its setting. Production designer Gary Frutkoff and his team have superbly re-created not only Central Avenue but also the interiors of loud bars, smoky jazz clubs, and all the rest of Rawlins’s milieu. To watch this film is to feel like a privileged visitor in an unfamiliar world that ought to be gone but, Brigadoon-like, unexpectedly lives again.

Carl Franklin makes Devil’s world worth visiting. It’s a brutal place, but Franklin, as One False Move showed, knows how to make on-screen violence effective without overdoing things. It is also rife with prejudice, and Franklin refuses to shortchange that while insisting on his characters’ dignity and humanity. If there were more films  like this, movie houses would be safer places to visit without becoming too boring to bother with.




Dirty Pretty Things

2003

Nigerian-born Okwe, an immigrant cabdriver hustling for customers at a London airport, knows just how to chat up potential fares abandoned by their car services. “I am here,” he says with elegance and precision, “to rescue those who have been let down by the system.”

It is, however, one of the many ironies of the exceptional Dirty Pretty Things and its gripping examination of dislocation and uncertainty among that city’s refugees that no one is more let down by the system than Okwe himself.

Vividly, unexpectedly, convincingly, Dirty Pretty Things thrusts us into Okwe’s unsettling world of clandestine, quasi-legal foreigners, “the people you do not see,” where the stability, security, and accountability many people take for granted are close to unreachable.

It’s a world where the most savage things happen to the best people, where fearful underdogs search for an angle to lift them off the bottom, where attempts at morality can seem foolish, even inhuman. An upside-down world where “there is nothing so dangerous as a virtuous man,” and falling in love is the riskiest thing you can ever do.

Disturbing and intriguing, Dirty Pretty Things fits a great deal into its 94 quicksilver minutes. Directed by Stephen Frears from a remarkable script by Steven Knight, this is a film that insinuates itself deeply into our awareness. It’s that rare pulp story with something on its mind, an unnerving, socially conscious thriller with a killer sense of narrative drive.

Those qualities flow from Knight’s persuasive screenplay, the first theatrical feature from an experienced television writer who was also an unlikely creator of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire.


With its real feeling for language and the way it is spoken by individuals as well as different immigrant groups, Knight’s writing places us in the center of these uncertain lives. He also has a gift for unexpected plotting, for adding a touch of the indefinable to create a story that feels not quite like those we’ve seen before.

For his part, director Frears is a complete filmmaker, attracted to intelligent language as well as memorable images. Although he’s had his share of misfires, Frears is indisputably one of Britain’s top directors, and when he gets hold of superior material, as he has in films as varied as My Beautiful Laundrette, The Grifters, and High Fidelity, he knows it. Working with top-of-the-line cinematographer Chris Menges and veteran editor Mick Audsley, Frears creates a moody, tawdry atmosphere, a London that is anonymous, uncaring, even threatening.

Desperate to survive as he faces ever-increasing obstacles is Okwe (Chiwetel Ejiofor), for whom being a cabdriver is only one of two full-time jobs. Chewing on a medicinal root to stay awake, he also works as night-shift clerk at a questionable hotel, a bizarre mini-U.N. where the doorman is Russian, the hookers multinational. Here, his accurately named Spanish boss, Sneaky (Sergi Lopez), explains the film’s title. “Strangers come to hotels to do dirty things,” he tells Okwe. “In the morning it’s our job to make things pretty again.”

That homily is Sneaky’s way of responding to Okwe’s baffling discovery of a vital organ blocking the toilet in one of the hotel rooms. Although he’s guarded about his personal history, Okwe is a former doctor, and while his innate sense of decency pushes him to investigate and to try to help, his questionable status and something dark in his past (“It is an African story” is all he’ll say) limit what he feels he can safely do.

A similar dynamic animates Okwe’s relationship with Senay (French actress Audrey Tautou), a Turkish immigrant and fellow hotel worker whose couch he chastely sleeps on. Although Okwe has something of a crush on her, Senay, timid and terrified of seeming promiscuous, tries her best to not so much as talk to him.

This tenterhooks relationship becomes even more complex when British immigration enters the picture and Okwe looks deeper into what goes on in the hotel after hours.

With its combination of familiar and unfamiliar actors, the film’s excellent cast facilitates our bonding with the characters. A British actor whose Nigerian parents helped him with his accent, Ejiofor uses stillness and interior strength to give a powerful presentation, while Lopez, memorable in the French film With a Friend Like Harry, brings oily panache to his role as the ultimate fixer. As for Tautou, she delivers a major emotional performance in a role that is the complete opposite of her breakthrough work in Amelie.


The protective coloration of immigrant communities provides a welcome anonymity that these characters count on, but that’s not always a reliable strategy.

In a film that takes no one’s happiness for granted, it is not at all sure that there is room for both love and survival. What does it mean finally to attempt to do good in this kind of a corrupt, compromised society? When a character demands of Okwe, “Stop acting like you’ve got a choice,” it’s a measure of the integrity and individuality of Dirty Pretty Things that it is far from clear whether he does.




Election

1999

They get all the movies—or at least it seems that way. They control an impressive share of America’s free time and disposable income. And most everyone covets their youthful good looks. You’ve always suspected it, and Election, a sharp and merciless comedy, tells you it’s true: Teenagers rule.

The best and brightest high school adventure since the groundbreaking Heathers (1989), Election posits a devastatingly funny world where fumbling adults are powerless when confronted by determined young people motivated by the devil of self-interest. Co-written and directed by Alexander Payne (Citizen Ruth) and powered by expert performances by Reese Witherspoon and Matthew Broderick, this is a fierce teen satire that adults will have no difficulty cherishing.

One reason high school has proved to be such an effective incubator of blackly humorous films is that it’s the adult world writ small. Anyone looking, as Payne surely is, to skewer the ways self-centered behavior is camouflaged and rationalized by ambitious minds  couldn’t feel more at home than among the mainstream kids at Omaha’s mythical George Washington Carver High.

Adapted by Payne and his Ruth co-writer, Jim Taylor, from a novel by Tom Perrotta, Election is both funnier than Ruth and subtler in its choice of targets. Helped by being adroitly cast down to its tiniest roles (Lisa Beach was the casting director), this is a nearly flawless little film, a cheerful nightmare that knows just where it wants to go and uses precisely calibrated comic effects to get there.

Payne and Taylor get some of their best results by employing multiple voice-overs. Each of the film’s major characters has his or her shot at providing after-the-fact commentary on events as they unfold, competing in a very adversarial way to get his or her personal version of what we see happening onto the official record.

In an alternate universe, Jim McCallister and Tracy Flick could have been allies, even friends. Both care enormously, almost unreasonably, about what happens at Carver High. But destiny pulls them apart, and as Tracy puts it with typical off-kilter bluntness, “you can’t interfere with destiny. That’s why it’s destiny.”

Broderick, in a role that is a near-perfect fit, plays the slightly lost, slightly woebegone but awfully sincere McCallister, the kind of educator everyone calls Mr. M. He’s been named teacher of the year three times at Carver, a school record. Mr. M means it when he says, “I got involved, I made a difference.”

Tracy (a completely delightful Witherspoon) also got involved, and with a vengeance. Bright-eyed, chipper, and determined, she’s everywhere at Carver, playing Hodel in Fiddler on the Roof, working on the yearbook, and thinking nothing of customizing 480 cupcakes should the need arise. Mr. M views Tracy as the most ambitious student he’s ever seen. And, for a variety of reasons, he can’t stand her.

So when Tracy decides to run for student council president, Mr. M encourages star athlete Paul Metzler (a telling debut for Chris Klein) to run against her. The most popular as well as the densest man on campus, Paul is the kind of guy who seeks serious spiritual guidance from The Celestine Prophecy and then falls asleep trying to read it.

Naturally, Tracy takes competition as a personal affront; “the  weak,” she squeaks in her purposeful little voice, “are always trying to sabotage the strong.” The battle that ensues, which eventually involves Tammy Metzler (Jessica Campbell), Paul’s sexually confused sister (“I’m not a lesbian but I’m only attracted to women”), and even Mr. M’s wife Diane (Molly Hagan), leaves few people or institutions unscathed.


Election’s humor comes not just from its farcical situations but its dead-on, deeply tongue-in-cheek dialogue. And Payne, who enjoys periodically jolting the audience with either a bit of particularly raw sexual dialogue or an unexpected visual point of view, directs it with a great sense of dark comic style.


Election takes particular glee in demonstrating the obtuseness of adults (such as gee-whiz principal Walt Hendricks, played by Phil Reeves) and showing how conniving students can be when they’re consumed by their jealousies, rivalries, and relationships. Election enjoys making the audience complicit in all these wicked schemes; making us feel good about people being bad is one of this film’s most satisfying triumphs.




Flirting with Disaster

1996


Flirting with Disaster doesn’t just begin, it irrepressibly erupts, like champagne too impatient to stay in the glass. A beautifully balanced, frenetic comedy about searching for love in too many places, Flirting thrusts you into a sexy, giddy maelstrom of confusion, mischance, and misadventure that gets funnier and funnier as it goes along.

Written and directed by David O. Russell, whose debut film was the completely different Spanking the Monkey, Flirting brings to mind sturdy clichés such as “inspired lunacy” that haven’t fit anything for years. A light-on-its-feet, catch-the-jokes-on-the-fly adventure, this is the hardest kind of comedy to do well, but you wouldn’t know that from the casual ease with which Russell handles the material.

He also knows his way around actors, unexpectedly but adroitly  combining youngsters Ben Stiller, Patricia Arquette, and Tea Leoni with wise old heads Mary Tyler Moore, George Segal, Alan Alda, and Lily Tomlin, all of whom blend as though this was meant to be.


Flirting’s success also comes from how seamlessly it combines two quite different comic traditions into one harum-scarum whole, tying it all up with a clever title that encapsulates the anarchy of the proceedings.

One strand, the tightly wound Woody Allen neurotic on the loose, is concentrated in indecisive, uncertain entomologist Mel Coplin (Stiller). Married to the warm and loving Nancy (Arquette doing the best work of her career) and the father of a four-month-old son, Mel should be glowing, but instead he’s so stressed out that he and his wife have been unable to decide on the baby’s name.

The adopted son of awesomely maladjusted New Yorkers (Moore and Segal), Mel feels his troubles would vanish if he could locate his birth parents. No problemo, says the Maidstone Adoption Agency, adding grandly that “the mystery of your unknown self is about to unfold.”

It’s not quite that simple.

First off, the agency saddles Mel and Nancy with elegant, about-tobe-divorced psychology graduate student Tina Kalb, assigned to videotape the reunion. Played by Leoni, Tina amusingly combines an ex-dancer’s body with the bottomless psychobabble of an earnest academic. As the senior Mrs. Coplin says, “This woman strikes me as very dangerous.”

Undeterred, not to say obsessed, Mel, Nancy, and Tina head off on what becomes a genetic wild goose chase that has the trio hopscotching all over the country, meeting a cracked collection of eccentrics, as their lives are thrown into the most delicious confusion.

It’s during this manic journey that Flirting’s adroit juggling of multiple characters brings to mind a different strain of American comedy, the satiric screwball farces of the 1930s and ’40s, especially The Lady Eve and The Palm Beach Story, which were written and directed by the master of the form, Preston Sturges.

Russell is no Sturges yet, but he does do a number of things remarkably well for a young director. He creates moments of physical  comedy that are intrinsic to the story while being unexpected and wildly funny. And he is so gifted at moving his plot along at a breakneck pace that there’s never time to draw breath, let alone wonder what makes sense and what doesn’t.

All of this, as well as Russell’s facility for mocking such American institutions as bed and breakfasts and white Taurus rental cars, puts Flirting with Disaster into a category of its own.

In fact, this film is such a deft juggling of so many balls it may turn out to be a one-of-a-kind performance, difficult to duplicate even by its creator. But such worries should not be allowed to dilute the pleasure of this bustling comedy.

 




Russell’s next film turned out to be the equally idiosyncratic and well made but more serious Three Kings.




Fly Away Home

1996

First came the horse. Then the wolf. And now the geese. When director Carroll Ballard makes a strong connection with the animal kingdom, a special kind of film results.

Ballard, whose previous credits include The Black Stallion and Never Cry Wolf, knows how to be both caring and restrained, minimizing a movie’s saccharine content while maximizing the sense of wonder. His Fly Away Home is a pleasant and high-spirited affair, one of the rare films that manages to be irresistible without resorting to emotional blackmail.

Like those previous Ballard pictures, Fly Away Home features characters intent on impossible tasks. For father Thomas Alden (Jeff Daniels) and his estranged thirteen-year-old daughter Amy (Anna Paquin), the problems are twofold.

Thrown together at Thomas’s southern Ontario farm by a family tragedy after a decade apart, father and daughter have so little in common that the forging of any kind of relationship seems out of the question.

A Gyro Gearlose–type of eccentric inventor-sculptor with a chaotic lifestyle and hobbies such as early-morning hang gliding, Thomas is not ideal father material. This kind of straight-arrow-with-a-twist role has become second nature to Daniels, who lends conviction and believability to the part.

After her Oscar-winning role in The Piano, it’s also no surprise to see Anna Paquin artfully playing a prickly, forthright young woman, suspicious of her father’s new girlfriend (Dana Delany) and having a hard time shaking the air of watchful sadness that clings to her.

Enter the geese. Thomas’s land is near a breeding ground for Canada geese, and when rampaging developers tear up the area, Amy rescues an abandoned nest of eggs. She takes it home, keeps a careful watch, and widens her eyes in appropriate astonishment as sixteen tiny beaks break through their shells and come out to play.
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