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An Introduction to the Pleasures of Creating a Personal DVD Library

If you’re reading this page, you either own a DVD player or are considering purchasing one. The DVD is the most popular and successful electronic invention ever to come our way. It appeals to our appetite for accessible, high-quality home entertainment.

Speaking of appetites, food and movies go together. You can’t live without the first. You wouldn’t really want to live without the second. A good movie is like a good meal; it stimulates the senses and brings pleasure. Unlike the glorious four-star meal or the “comfort” foods we ingest, movies are calorie-free. With the arrival of DVDs, they are easier to watch at home; the experience cannot be compared to watching a film on broadcast television or playing a video in your VCR. A properly produced disc viewed on your home television (you don’t need a fancy new TV) is a completely fresh and exciting experience.

Why? First, if the transfer of the film has been done correctly, the colors, images, perspectives, and sound will be far better than you are used to having at home. Even the most lavishly produced video releases can’t hold a candle to this new technology. Second, the disc is capable of holding so many images that the opportunity to view “bonus” or supplemental material associated with the movie is virtually limitless. We suggest another use for our book, which is a variation on the idea of a book club. Invite friends over to watch the extras and commentary tracks of a film you have recently seen. It’s great run to see the “behind the scenes” views of the creation of the film with others. We’ve enjoyed evenings where our friends have discussed and debated whether or not they think the director’s intentions were fulfilled. Of course, watching some of the deleted scene sequences with a group of friends is particularly delicious. Inside this book you will find the key to those extras worth your time. Third, unlike the rewound, sprung, or angry videotape, discs have a much longer life span. (With care in handling, they probably can be handed down to your grandchildren.) Finally, because of this new technology, the distributors increasingly are restoring classic films and making feature documentaries that are available only on disc.

However, not all discs are created equal. That’s where we come into the picture; we are your eyes and ears. We have prescreened the selections in this book. There’s no point in owning a disc if the quality of the picture isn’t any better than it would be on late-night television. If you’re longing to see a film that is in lousy shape, rent it, don’t buy it.

This book is about building a personal library of DVDs. It’s about the art of collecting; collecting anything is an art. A serious collector of rare books might specialize in one particular subject or even one author. But it is likely the collector will want as many different examples and editions of that subject or that author’s work as he or she can find or afford. It doesn’t need to be an expensive or priceless collection to be an interesting one. One of our friends collects souvenir thermometers—we’re not kidding! His collection is amusing and innovative because it is so diverse, from the absolutely tacky to the quite elegant. The organizing principle of any collection should be variety.

We believe the process of collecting DVDs is like ordering dinner for a special occasion or choosing a good diet. You want delicious flavors and superb presentation of the food, especially if you’re spending a lot of money for a good meal in a restaurant. If you’re cooking a festive meal at home, you want the meal to be memorable and your guests to savor every bite. You also want the meal to have been worth your time and effort. If you’re deciding on an appropriate diet plan for yourself, you don’t want it to consist of only one food group. Even if you are on a very restricted diet, there are still vast choices and variations available, whether high-protein, low-fat, or vegetarian. Nobody wants to eat the same thing every day at every meal.

Likewise, you’ll want to have an array of choices in your home DVD library. If you watch only thrillers, you probably don’t need our book. But most of us have taste buds that like to be stimulated in different ways. One day, it’s macaroni and cheese or nothing. The next day, you might prefer a light salad, and the next week, you might be planning a complicated five-course meal complemented by appropriate wines.

We think it’s the same for your movie diet. That’s why our primer on building your DVD library is so eclectic. We want you to sample from the many flavors available.

Even if you are mad for one particular country’s cuisine, you probably don’t want to eat just that all the time. While our choices are overwhelmingly selected from American movies (we couldn’t do justice to all the wonderful foreign films in the space we have), you’ll find a seasoning of international films as well.

The feast for your eyes should be just as satisfying as a feast for your stomach. Some nights, you’re tired and not in the mood for a serious meal, in a restaurant, a take-out place, or at home. You want to satisfy your hunger pangs and relax. On other nights you’re in a romantic mood, and careful attention to a meal is in order.

What you want to watch on DVD at any particular time is also subject to your mood or the time you have to devote to a movie. That’s why our suggestions range from dramatic or challenging films to sheer entertainment. You might be surprised at some of the movies you won’t find in the pages of this book. We would like to tell you something about how we made our choices. Of course, all lists of the best of anything, whether the best movies, restaurants, wines, chocolates, cities, hotels, camping grounds, beaches, or shopping malls, are products of the people who put the list together. So to some extent, this list is about who we are and what we like. However, we worked very hard to make sure that our suggestions for building your DVD library include many of the films that appear on the lists of other experts and film institutions as well.

Some of the best films ever made are still not on DVD or are still in terrible shape on the transfer. Our guiding principle has been “It’s about the movie, stupid.” First and foremost, the movie needs to be a better-than-average transfer, at the very least. If it’s not, you won’t find it here. Second, the movie needs to make sense to us in some unique way that suggests it’s not only something worth watching but something you’ll want to watch more than once. What’s worth watching is highly subjective, but we think our reviews give you a very good idea of why we believe a particular selection is just that.

We have attempted, in each and every instance, to write reviews for you that are not only informative and honest but also entertaining. The movies represented here are the result of a collaborative effort. We’ve debated some of these in a pretty passionate manner. But in the end, we have suggested those movies that both of us think belong in a library and not just on loan. That doesn’t mean, of course, that you can’t use this guide for rentals. Building a DVD library also can mean keeping a record or log of what you’ve seen that you like and renting it again and again. It’s a question of budget, taste, and style. What we’ve done is give you the tools to decide whether you want to bother to see a particular film at all or again and again.

We haven’t based our selections solely on the supplements provided. We obviously paid a great deal of attention to those discs that offer the best extras. However, in the case of some great classics, the bare-bones disc (the movie alone) is a superb treasure. We also warn you when a “special edition” is actually a promotional gimmick, and we alert you to possible rip-offs.

[A cautionary note concerning the much-publicized “Easter eggs” contained on some DVDs is in order here.] A DVD “Easter egg” is a bonus hidden somewhere inside the wonders of the disc technology. When DVDs were first being released, there was a tremendous amount of hype about these and how you might find them. The hunt for the hidden treasures excited some and upset others. Some believed they would find a golden egg; others thought they were all just a bunch of deviled eggs left over from yesterday’s picnic lunch. While there are still good eggs out there, many of the more recent releases have only a couple or none at all. (Moulin Rouge is a notable exception.) By and large, the average person didn’t find that it was a user-friendly feature, and the joy of owning DVDs is that they are so simple to use.

If, however, you’re the type who enjoys the hunt for eggs, you’ll undoubtedly find all of them on your own. Too often, we found the search was too frustrating for the level of payoff. Especially annoying is that after a good deal of remote control and menu manipulation, too much of the time, what you end up with are more promotional advertising segments or a series of trailers. Or, it’s something so lame that it isn’t worth viewing. In the places where we think the eggs are tasty morsels, we tell you what to do. We mention only those that will fill your basket with eggs that are at least dyed an interesting color or, better yet, are pure designer chocolate. We leave collecting plain hard-boiled eggs for discovery by those of you who are the die-hard masters of the remote control.

Capitalism makes our country work; we’re surely not against it. But do be awake and aware of the marketing devices that are being used to persuade people to purchase discs quickly and sometimes repeatedly. In the case of the big blockbuster hits, it isn’t unusual for the distributors to release numerous versions until they finally get ready to produce the one that is truly special. If you can’t wait to see a big hit on DVD, rent it, unless your disc budget is very generous. If you do purchase a first release and then want to upgrade to the newer editions, there’s always the local used-DVD seller, eBay, your friends, or the nearest hospital, nursing facility, shelter, or other charity that will accept the old DVD.

We hope you’ll find many of your favorite movies are reviewed here and that the information we provide is useful to you. We also fervently hope we’ve included deserving films you’ve never heard of because they had such limited theatrical releases. There’s plenty of the best of the classics for viewers of all age groups. And we’ve added a few special treats for children at the end (“Hot Dogs and Ice Cream Cones”). If you’re a younger person, you may have missed some of the greatest films because they were released before you were born and weren’t widely available on videotape. For other viewers, there is an opportunity to see your favorites in this newly enhanced medium.

When we were writing this book, we made a promise that we didn’t break. We felt strongly that if the heart or essence of a film was not represented properly or fairly on its disc edition, it shouldn’t make the cut. For example, Titanic contains some of the most amazing special effects ever seen on the screen. Yet, as we go to print, there isn’t a worthy “collector’s edition” of the film. It doesn’t belong in your library until there is an edition with a documentary that shows how they made the movie. Or, if a movie is primarily memorable because of its ravishing cinematography, and the quality of the DVD transfer is poor or barely mediocre, we’ve left it out as well. For example, The Last Emperor sadly falls into that category.

Even with these sorts of decisions, along with our own personal quirks, we believe we’ve given you a reliable place to begin. Movies are the stuff of romance. They provide food for our souls. We think we’ve offered you a very special visual diet. The rest is up to you. Happy viewing!!

Steven H. Scheuer and Alida Brill-Scheuer






Adam’s Rib

CAST: Spencer Tracy, Katharine Hepburn, Judy Holliday, Tom Ewell, Jean Hagen, David Wayne

DIRECTOR: George Cukor

SCREENWRITERS: Ruth Gordon and Garson Kanin

RELEASED: 1949 (101 minutes)

RATED: Not rated



Adam’s Rib is about a married couple, both lawyers with a tendency to bring the courtroom home. Amanda Bonner (Katharine Hepburn) is defending a woman who tried to kill her husband. Adam Bonner (Spencer Tracy) is prosecuting her. Judy Holliday plays the would-be murderer, Doris Attinger. There’s no violence here, just the fast-paced precision of a Gordon-Kanin script. Holliday successfully walks the tightrope between comedy and farce. Watching her read the manual on how to use the pistol makes you scream with laughter. The film is dated enough that the scenes with Holliday and the gun aren’t terribly alarming. Tom Ewell stars as the womanizing husband who is more of a jerk than a monster.

By the time the Tracy-Hepburn acting team got to this one, they knew their dance steps perfectly. It was their fifth film together, and it’s probably the best of their many films. It’s certainly one of George Cukor’s finest comedies. Part of the joy, of course, is to see Tracy and Hepburn together in their prime. All the fireworks belong to the two leading stars.

What made the Tracy-Hepburn movies work so well was their personal story and the underlying romantic chemistry. It’s as evident here as in all the other films they made. Adam’s Rib has an exquisite bite and rhythm that make even some of the exaggerated plot contrivances believable. Cukor’s direction was understated; he knew what he was doing and where he was going. The dialogue and the performances appropriately take center stage.

Despite its middle age (fifty-four years), its still an amusing and rewarding comedy about marriage and gender roles. Gordon and Kanin’s screenplay provides sharp-edged commentary on sexual double standards. The two-attorney household depicted in the film was unusual in 1949. Despite the many changes for women in the half-century since the film was released, many of the issues remain timely. Tracy’s quip about Yale Law School will have you checking the release date; the film has more than a few contemporary moments to it.


EXTRAS

You’ll want this classic on your library shelf because of the film, not the extras. The only bonus is an original trailer that is amusing to see.

The transfer to DVD worked out very well. The images are crisp and sharply defined. The sound is absolutely clear, which is essential in a dialogue-driven vehicle. There are subtitles in French, Spanish, and English and a French audio track.






An Affair of Love

CAST: Nathalie Baye, Sergi Lopez

DIRECTOR: Frederic Fonteyne

SCREENWRITER: Philippe Blasband

RELEASED: 2000 (1999 in France, with the title Une Liaison Pornographique) (80 minutes)

RATED: Not rated


Based on the premise that nothing lasts forever (especially love), the screenplay gives us a plot filled with the complexity of human sexual interaction. Perhaps the right words are sensual and erotic. We know from the first frame this couple didn’t last forever because their story is told in flashback sequences. “He” is speaking to someone off camera who is asking questions, and so is “She.” We know them only as He and She. Perhaps time has passed. The boyish Sergi Lopez has grown a beard, and the lovely Nathalie Baye has dyed her hair dark. It could be time and age, or it could be the director’s way of telling us that they are now different people. What the film does best is to illustrate the transforming power of love, even when one is determined not to fall in love. We have come to understand that the French are far more willing to break our hearts than Hollywood, with its preference for a “happily ever after” ending, yet this film surprises.

Wanting to fulfill a particular sexual fantasy, she advertises for a man willing to participate. He responds, and they meet in a café. There’s something inherently erotic about the streets of Paris and its cafés filled with secret meetings of lovers, past and present. She is older than he, which gives the film a fresh sense of adventure.

Eventually, they move beyond her fantasy, whatever it was, and cross over into the truly dangerous land of real sex. The setting for their trysts is a French hotel with too much wallpaper and boudoir poof to be anything but a hotel that caters to sexual interludes. We never learn about the secret fantasy. Even when questioned by the off-camera voice, neither will tell what the fantasy was. Is this refusal continued loyalty to their intimacy despite the end of the relationship?

One day, during their assignation, an old man collapses in the hotels hallway. They rush out to help him. Reality has intervened; they have accidentally become a couple in the outside world. They learn of the man’s miserable marriage, and his wife’s plight. He and She have moved to an all-too-familiar intersection in the journey of love. Will they proceed as they were? Will they forge ahead and create that thing called a life together, or will it all come apart? Even though we know the ending, we forget ourselves and go forward with their story, hoping for them to continue.

In a café, she professes her love for him. It comes tumbling out of her in a scene that Baye plays with exuberance but without artifice. They go off to think it over. Despite the fact we know what’s coming, the romantics among us nonetheless can’t help thinking, “If only she had kept her mouth shut and let him talk.”

This isn’t a film to second-guess. There won’t be a French sequel about how they found each other ten years later. It is what it is. Somehow appropriate to the film’s mystery is that the DVD doesn’t offer any bells and whistles. The subtitles are well done and easy to read. It’s a spare beauty and worthy of your DVD collection. It’s also likely that unless you live in a city with lots of art house theaters, you missed this one. Even in major urban markets, it came and went all too quickly.

This quiet film with a message about the possibility and impossibility of love will captivate you anew each time you view it. Not everything in your DVD library need be the Hollywood point-and-click extras-galore variety.






An Affair to Remember

CAST: Cary Grant, Deborah Kerr, Richard Denning, Neva Patterson, Cathleen Nesbitt, Robert Q. Lewis, Fortunio Bonanova

DIRECTOR: Leo McCarey

SCREENWRITERS: Leo McCarey and Mildred Cram

RELEASED: 1957 (119 minutes)

RATED: Not rated


So here is what the fuss is all about. Cary Grant, the most ridiculously handsome man on the screen, if not on the earth, meets Deborah Kerr shipboard. Needless to say, they are attached to others. The film progresses; you love them. No, you love him; you adore him. Nobody is as wonderful as Cary Grant; maybe even Cary Grant wasn’t as wonderful as Cary Grant. Kerr’s beautiful enough for him; she’s lovely enough for him. That is, if it’s not you he’s going to love.

By the way, did we say this is a woman’s movie? Well, it is. Or, as Rosie O’Donnell says in Sleepless, men never “get” this movie. Who cares? But if you find one who actually does even tolerate this movie, marry him immediately. You don’t need to know anything else about him.

There’s hardly a woman alive who doesn’t know that they decide to meet in six months at the top of the Empire State Building, and she has a ghastly accident on the way. The movie is actually two movies in one. The first half is a wonderfully witty and urbane romantic comedy. Here both Grant and Kerr sparkle with a kind of Noel Coward chatter and timing. Postship, however, the script deteriorates quickly. Actually, it morphs into McCarey’s Bells of St. Mary’s, if you must know. McCarey’s apparently unavoidable need to put his Catholicism in front of the love story turns it into a combination of soap opera and The Sound of Music. Yet all is forgiven for the final scene, one of the great romantic endings.

Two fine actors put up with playing the ditched lovers with a certain style and grace. This is particularly true for Neva Patterson, who plays the society heiress Grant dumps. You’ll remember her for The Buddy Holly Story, All the President’s Men, and David and Lisa, if not for this. Richard Denning plays the rejected male lover with more elegance and panache than almost anyone else ever has. He went on to be the governor of Hawaii in the television series Hawaii Five-O. (Maybe women love this film because Kerr gets to choose between two quite lovely men.)

Among the best things about this movie are the Manhattan scenes. All good endings have to happen there, if you’re a 1950s kid trapped in Suburbia.

Grant was fifty-three when he made the film, and Kerr was only thirty-six. The May-December quality of the romance was never mentioned, because Grant was always about thirty-five, even when he left us forever.


EXTRAS

For fans of this movie, we suggest a purchase rather than a rental, because the extra feature documentary is so juicy. It’s filled with gossip and details about the lives of both Kerr and Grant. Grant brought such an authentic touch to the role of the forlorn lover because he was brokenhearted about his own failed affair with Sophia Loren. (And who wouldn’t be upset about that?) Kerr’s first marriage was faltering, but nobody knew it. (Kerr is interviewed here, as is her daughter.)

There’s an interesting analysis of McCarey and his need to remake this film; the original featured Charles Boyer in the Grant role. It is important to forget (if you can) how nasty McCarey was during the McCarthy period. He was a rabid anti-Communist and harmed a number of fine people in his zealous attempt to find the pinko under every bed.

Perhaps the most interesting commentary revolves around how McCarey, a devout Catholic, managed to make a film about a love affair that can be viewed by all ages. No sex is part of the reason. Yet Grant’s character, Nickie Ferrante, is openly a womanizer, and Kerr’s Terry McKay is a “kept” woman.

The “Backstory” documentary also offers an interesting look at the new technology of the time, Cinemascope—remember that?

Our favorite tidbit from the special feature involves Cathleen Nesbitt, whose own life was even more interesting than that of the character she played. She’s now mostly remembered for her role as the mother of Henry Higgins in My Fair Lady.






The Age of Innocence

CAST: Daniel Day-Lewis, Michelle Pfeiffer, Winona Ryder

DIRECTOR: Martin Scorsese

SCREENWRITER: Jay Cocks (adapted from the novel by Edith Wharton)

RELEASED: 1993 (139 minutes)

RATED: PG



When Martin Scorsese read Edith Wharton’s Age of Innocence, he was utterly captivated by the tale. With the able assistance of screenwriter and former film critic Jay Cocks, Scorsese set about the daunting task of recreating the texture and life of New York’s high society in the 187Os. If you think this is a farfetched project for Scorsese, think again. He’s in love with New York, and with the movies, even those he doesn’t make. His eerie ability to have virtually total recall of any movie he has viewed helps make The Age of Innocence a thrilling period film. Through his brilliant cinematic lens of a brain, he has given us a film that would make Wharton herself gasp with envy.

By the time Wharton put pen to paper to write this novel, there was no longer an “age of innocence,” here or abroad. There’s not much innocence in the novel’s plot. But Wharton knew how to use irony both sparingly and effectively. It’s an unwieldy novel to put on film; the use of story narration helps immensely. The narrator is Joanne Woodward, whose soft, lilting voice keeps you totally involved. The story is a mannered and restrained love tragedy. Although this is a world governed by a system of unwritten but absolute rules, sheer treachery is beneath all the formality and politeness. It’s not as obvious or in your face as Scorsese’s portraits of mobsters, but the punishment for disobedience in this world is just as severe.

Daniel Day-Lewis plays Newland Archer, handsome, socially important, and professionally successful. He has embarked on the life he was born to have. Archer doesn’t strike you as a man who is anything more or less than his social register description would indicate. He is betrothed to the equally proper May Weiland, played with surprising depth by Winona Ryder, and his life rolls on, from teatime to tuxedo hour—until all hell breaks loose in the person of Countess Ellen Olenska. Michelle Pfeiffer plays Olenska convincingly, using some of the same wiles she used in her role as Madame de Tourvel in Dangerom Liaisons but in a far more subtle way. Archer is consumed by the notion of his love for Olenska. She is a woman who thinks for herself and marries outside society’s acceptable boundaries. Later, with the same independent spirit, she decides to get rid of the unacceptable spouse.

Suddenly, the curtain parts, and Archer sees another world, one dictated by true feelings and freedom. His passion for Olenska is consuming, but he will not act on it, because he cannot. All he has been raised to believe he is and must be works against this love. Just as he might take action, we watch an entire social structure close around him like the bars of a prison. He ends up in a luxurious but solitary confinement of the heart. In the end, however, it’s the women who have trumped him.

The expectation of sexual awakening is always just before your eyes but doesn’t happen. It is startling to see how much heat can be generated within so many layers of clothing. In Scorsese’s love affair with the Wharton novel, one is treated to realistic settings that truly boggle the mind and the eyes of the viewer, from the art on the walls to the meals served. This film is a visual feast.

What about the last scene? Does Archer make the decision not to test the love so many years later? Or does the countess close the window to that possibility? You decide.


EXTRAS

Well, if the movie is a feast, the extras here are a meager fare of bread and water. Either Scorsese didn’t have the time to devote to it, or the distributors didn’t want to spend the bucks. In either case, or for a variety of other reasons, its a pity. What this DVD needs is a behind-the-scenes commentary on how the film was made. What you get is a menu of lots of subtitle options, including Chinese, Korean, Portuguese, and Thai in addition to the now fairly standard French and Spanish; the original theatrical trailer; and unremarkable filmographies and production notes.

Why should you own this? If you are building a library of the films of one of our greatest directors, leave a space for this wonderfully satisfying Scorsese departure into a different time. For period costumes, settings, and unrequited love, it’s worth viewing again and again.






Aimee and Jaguar

CAST: Maria Schrader, Juliane Kohler, Johanna Wokalek, Heike Makatsch, Elisabeth Degen, Detlev Buck

DIRECTOR: Max Farberbock

SCREENWRITER: Max Farberbock (adapted from the book by Erica Fischer)

RELEASED: 1999 (125 minutes)

RATED: Not rated


In 1943-44 Berlin, Hitler and his war machine were slowly grinding down. It was a very dangerous time for any Jew to remain in Germany. This is the true story of Felice Schragenheim and Lilly Wust. It is a story about World War II told from the point of view of women in Berlin at that time. Mostly, however, it is a story about the love between a German woman who is married and the mother of four children and a Jewish woman who manages to stay below the identification radar. It would be a hard story to invent; perhaps that is why it is so shattering.

This exceptional film made the international festival circuit as well as the Jewish film festival circuit. Its general release was quite limited. Thanks to Zeitgeist Films, it is now available in a special edition with fascinating extra features.

Felice has every reason to hide from the Gestapo. She is not only Jewish but a lesbian and therefore at risk on two counts. Instead, she openly deceives the Nazi establishment. She works under an assumed name for the editor of a Nazi newspaper, claiming she is married to an SS officer. She is a wild thing, with death nipping at her heels. At first, she thinks of the married Lilly as only a conquest. But soon their lives are intertwined emotionally and practically. They live together in Lilly’s apartment. When Lilly’s husband returns from the front, somewhat mysteriously, he discovers her new attachment and becomes abusive. Their marriage has been a farce for years, each having affairs. But Lilly’s relationship with Felice is of a different depth; the husband is repulsed and threatened.

One night, Felice and Lilly rename each other Jaguar and Aimee, as their love names. They write feverishly passionate letters of undying love to each other while sitting together in the same room. They are happy with each other and with Lilly’s children. Later, they will send Lilly’s four children to the countryside for safety during the Battle of Berlin. The tempo of this film is unlike the usual WWII films because of its intimate detail.

There aren’t words that would give full justice to the poetry of their love. In one scene, Lilly begins to tremble; it is one of the most beautifully shot love scenes in recent cinematic history. Aimee and Jaguar is a film about two people who touch each other so deeply that gender and ethnicity become irrelevant. Despite her love for Lilly, Felice does not tell her that she is a Jew until well into their relationship.

Felice arranges passports for her girlfriends, and they began to leave Berlin one by one and in groups. When Felice’s passport and papers are ready, she is also to leave with a small group of friends. On the day of her scheduled departure, Felice arrives late, refusing to go with the others. She chooses to stay in Berlin, insisting she will be safe. She tells her friends the war is essentially over. It is, of course, her fatal mistake. She stays because she cannot leave her Aimee. In a realistically harrowing scene, Felice is arrested in their home.

At the film’s end, an old woman waits at home to be moved to a retirement community. It is Lilly, who no longer has any interest in life. Forty years later, she still grieves for Felice. At the retirement home, she finds Else, their mutual friend and Lilly’s former maid. The two women have a rather strained reunion. (Else was Felice’s original lover.) During their conversation, we grasp fully the intensity of Lilly’s love for Felice. It is a love that sustains Lilly through her life, into a very old age.

Director Max Farberbock has given us a look at a side of the Holocaust we have not seen before. It is a bright light in the darkest of times. This film builds until the very end, when its energy is as potent as electricity. It’s a tragic and yet life-affirming story.


EXTRAS

Each feature on the menu demands your attention. There are two behind-the-scenes documentaries. Maria Schrader, who plays Felice, and Juliane Kohler, who plays Lilly, were totally immersed in the story of these two women. Their determination to portray them with accuracy and intelligence is apparent.

When the film was made, Lilly Wust was in her late eighties, and the interviews with her are almost unbearable in their intimacy and candor. Lilly made a scrapbook of her short time with Felice. It’s a poignant part of the feature. There are also photographs of Felice as a young girl, along with pictures of her family. Lilly talks about the relationship, as well as her decision to allow Erica Fischer to tell their story. It’s the Fischer book upon which the film is based. One of Lilly’s children converted to Judaism, a fitting memorial to the love these two women shared.






All About Eve

CAST: Bette Davis, Anne Baxter, George Sanders, Gary Merrill, Marilyn Monroe, Hugh Marlowe, Celeste Holm

DIRECTOR: Joseph L. Mankiewicz

SCREENWRITER: Joseph L. Mankiewicz (adapted from the story “The Wisdom of Eve” by Mary Orr)

RELEASED: 1950 (138 minutes)

RATED: Not rated



Astonishingly, this relic from 1950 still has a fascinating plot. It’s a study of New York theater life and the treachery that can be involved if you’re a Broadway star or a wannabe Broadway star. The skilled and sharp performances overcome the plots flaws. Anne Baxter plays Eve, who carefully plots to deceive and ultimately replace Margo Channing (Bette Davis) as the light of Broadway. Before Margo can even figure out what’s going on, Eve is her understudy and then her replacement. Eve also attempts to take Margo’s boyfriend, but that fails. It’s the only part of her scheme that does, however.

Davis gives a bravura, old-fashioned, scenery-chewing performance as the dynamic but aging star. Baxter’s phony innocence is a perfect foil for Davis. Celeste Holm plays Karen Richards, the overly naive wife of the playwright of the moment, Lloyd Richards, played by Hugh Marlowe. George Sanders plays Addison DeWitt, an obnoxious, controlling, and acid-spewing theater critic. Sanders is positively wonderful and easily trumps the other male performances. Marilyn Monroe plays what she was at the time: a young starlet, unaffected and vulnerable. One of the high points of the dialogue consists of DeWitt verbally destroying Eve with his knowledge of who she really isn’t. For most viewers, the best part of the movie is the very last scene. It calls to mind the biblical phrase about reaping what you sow.

Mankiewicz won two Oscars for All About Eve, for direction and for the screenplay. It’s an unflattering look at women, but in some sense, it can be seen as gender-neutral. Its just as likely that coldly ambitious men could exhibit the same cutthroat and manipulative tactics to end up with top billing without showing any remorse. There’s no mistaking what this is, however; it’s 1950s America. This is before the women’s movement, when women were routinely called girls, dames, or broads. Everyone was led to believe that women readily clawed one another’s eyes out. You need to come to All About Eve without thinking about what would happen later for women. It’s a classic, and it’s Davis at her most highly tuned. It’s also the film where she quipped her most famous line. The ride for the viewer isn’t at all bumpy, however.



EXTRAS

The earlier DVD releases of the film contained no extras of any merit. The Studio Classics line produced by 20th Century Fox offers much more (it also includes an excellent package for Gentleman’s Agreement and How Green Was My Valley). They don’t quite have their act together yet, but it’s sure a step in the right direction. Unfortunately, in the case of All About Eve, a couple of the listed features are not available on the disc. Nonetheless, there’s some great stuff in these supplementary interviews and materials.

If you want a peek at the other titles available in the Studio Classics line, this DVD includes a promotional feature, of course.

“Back Story” is the brightest sparkler in your fireworks set. This feature includes behind-the-scenes details as well as some of the dirt. It’s long been rumored that the cast of women on the film didn’t like one another, Holm acknowledges the truth of the gossip. She and Davis never spoke to each other off camera. As most people know, All About Eve introduced the movie going audience to the one and only Marilyn Monroe. Not unlike actress Gloria Swanson and the fictional Norma Desmond, Bette Davis and Margo Channing were also near doubles. By the time of this film, Davis was aging, and her enormously successful career was slowing down—that is, until she landed this role, which became her zenith. Davis was married to Gary Merrill, who plays Bill Sanders, the younger man in the film who marries Margo Channing.

Nominated for fourteen Oscars, it won for Best Picture, Best Director, Best Screenplay, and Best Actor (Sanders). How did Davis lose that Oscar? Baxter had refused to be nominated for Best Supporting Actress, and the competition was so intense and hostile that neither won. Instead, the Academy awarded the Oscar to the underdog, Judy Holliday, for her starring role in Born Yesterday.

The DVD includes a movie trailer with Davis and a tiny clip interview, the same for the Baxter trailer.

If you enjoy the old Movietone newsreels from the period, this DVD has them. There’s Mankiewicz accepting his award, and there’s the opening night of the movie (but it’s the same clip you’ve seen in “Back Story”).

Don’t bother to view the “Look Magazine Award,” the quality of the sound is horrid.

If you haven’t seen the way the restoration process works on another movies DVD restoration feature, this one is a good example. The split-screen technique is very illustrative of the work being done on these valuable golden classics. It’s not as dramatic as Roman Holiday, however.






Almost Famous: The Bootleg Cut

CAST:Patrick Fugit, Billy Crudup, Frances McDormand, Kate Hudson Jason Lee, Philip Seymour Hoffman, Noah Tylor, John Fedevich, Fairuza Balk, Mark Kozelek

DIRECTOR: Cameron Crowe

SCREENWRITER: Cameron Crowe

RELEASED: 2000 (124 minutes for theatrical release, 162 minutes for bootleg cut)

RATED: R (theatrical release; bootleg cut not rated)



Cameron Crowe’s almost flawless Almost Famous is now truly perfect in its latest release, called “The Bootleg Cut.” The movie, as released, was a fine product, but the new technology makes it even more remarkable.

Perhaps more than most other recent DVD releases, this one shows how Crowe utilized DVD technology to its full powers. When the original DVD was released, he was busy making Vanilla Sky. Dream Works released the first edition anyway, knowing a better one was on its way. If you couldn’t wait, you got cheated, because this edition is something pretty wonderful.

Crowe judiciously waited until his reputation was made with Jerry Maguire before he turned to his own beginnings. The result was Almost Famous, which is about sex, drugs, and rock and roll during the 1970s. It’s the story of William Miller (read: Cameron Crowe) and his amazing journey as a kid who wants to be a rock critic. It trivializes the film to suggest it’s only about a time when groupies were everywhere and the bands on the road and in the bus were a common part of our culture. It’s as much about a boy’s rite of passage as anything. The performances knock you out; the story never fragments. It was a wise decision to cast an unknown young actor, Patrick Fugit, as William. Fugit’s previous anonymity makes him completely believable. You’re rooting for him from the first frame.

William is an odd kid; he’s very smart and small in stature for his age. Frances McDormand plays his mother to the absolute edge of realism and lunacy. She’s an academic, a vegetarian, an antidrug zealot, and rock-music-phobe. McDormand is totally out there, hanging off the ledge, but the love she has for her son keeps her character from becoming farcical. You either had a mother like this in the 1970s (if you were lucky), or you were a mother like this in the 1970s (if you survived it).

The kid wants to be a rock music critic, and nothing will deter him. The movie is his journey with a fictional band called Stillwater (a composite of at least four bands of the time). He is encouraged by Lester Bangs, who was a real rock critic of the time. Philip Seymour Hoffman plays Bangs superbly. On sheer guts, William gets an assignment from Rolling Stone to write a feature piece on Stillwater’s concert tour. They don’t know he’s only fifteen.

William is guided and befriended by a band groupie who calls herself Penny Lane, played by Kate Hudson. (She’s Goldie Hawn’s daughter and has a share of her mother’s early zany, gritty determination.) Billy Crudup, as Russell Hammond, brings just the right amount of kindness and narcissism to the role of the lead guitarist. Despite Bangs’s strong admonition to William that rock stars aren’t your friends, William has trouble drawing the line between fan and journalist.

William learns a great deal about life on the road, the ethics of a working journalist, and the rights of women and girls (even ones like Penny, who cares less about her dignity than about her status as a “band aide,” not a groupie). In one of the most touching pieces of dialogue, William tells Penny that her great love, Russell, who is married, traded her to another band for fifty dollars and a case of beer. Penny wants to know what kind of beer it was. It’s only a moment, and it isn’t overplayed, but it represents the complexity and the integrity of this artful film. (If you want a glimpse of Penny as a grown-up, rent The Banger Sisters with Susan Sarandon and Goldie Hawn. It’s not worth a purchase but is worth a viewing.)



EXTRAS

Disc One is the director’s version of the film. It contains the much-touted extra thirty-five minutes of footage. There’s even a nugget or two of the real Lester Bangs in a somewhat stitched-together interview. Crowe’s commentary is the best of the lot. You get Crowe, his real mother, Alice, as well as production crew members and a childhood pal. His mother should get the Good Sport Award.

We found Crowe’s top ten albums from 1973 amusing and instructive but not as much as hearing him discuss his original Rolling Stone articles.

Two fairly decent eggs appear on this disc. There’s a pretentious scene you can access from Crowe’s “Love Comes and Goes” (the usual not-so-secret microphone icon is your entrance pass). Good news! The egg is easy to find, and the scene wasn’t in the film. In the setup menu (still on Disc One), you can see Hoffman in the role of Bangs (highlight the hole in the record). It’s not as exciting as the aficionados claim it is, but it’s interesting primarily for the quick introduction by Crowe.

Disc Two is the theatrical release version of the movie.

There’s also Stillwater’s Cleveland concert, if you can’t live without it. The true joys are in “Unedited.” Also included is a CD with six Stillwater songs (only for truly fanatic fans of the film). There’s a Penny Lane egg if you go to “Cast” and click “Fairuza Balk.”






Amélie

CAST: Audrey Tautou, Mathieu Kassovitz, Rufus, Yolande Moreau, Artus de Penguern, Urbain Cancellier

DIRECTOR: Jean-Pierre Jeunet

SCREENWRITER: Guillaume Laurant

RELEASED: 2001 (115 minutes)

RATED: R


Amélie is France’s contribution to the feel-good genre. The title role is played by the irresistible Audrey Tautou. Amélie has had a pretty weird childhood. Her father is a physician who believes touching should be reserved for medical examinations. Her mama takes a suicidal leap. But even with these bleak beginnings, Amélie isn’t a dark film. It’s part fable and part magic realism.

With considerable help from a somewhat make-believe Paris, Amélie creates a new life and a new identity. She works in a mundane bistro, but something startles her (we won’t ruin this surprise), and she is catapulted into her new career. Her sole mission is to make people happy, quietly and even anonymously. She’s not a saint, though. There’s whimsy and mischief. Give in to Amélie’s sense of youthful joy, and she might make you happy, too. But you must suspend disbelief for that to happen.

There are many great moments involving things as diverse as a garden gnome who travels (and sends postcards) and a mysterious man in an automatic photo machine. You’ll have fun all along the way. There’s enough suspense in Amelie’s quest for true love to keep even the more earthbound involved. There’s also enough mild eroticism to keep everybody interested.



EXTRAS

“Jean-Pierre Jeunet Commentary” is thoughtfully available in English, although his accent is very French. You might opt for the French with subtitles. He’s adorably French in his intense love of the art of film. Watch it.

“Fantasies of Audrey Tautou” is what we would call the outtakes. It’s a little bit of the actors clowning around during shooting. Also enchanting is the feature “Home Movies,” with more of Tautou and the crew. In “The Amélie Scrapbook,” take a peek at the garden gnome’s travels, and laugh all over again at this clever conceit.

In “The Look of Amélie,” Jeunet talks through his decisions in an illuminating way. The cinematographer shows his vision; it’s as though we have his eyes for a few moments. Of the variety of opportunities to hear Jeunet, from commentary to Q& A sessions, we choose “An Intimate Chat with Jean-Pierre Jeunet” as the winner. You also can hear about the controversy at the Cannes Film Festival.






American Beauty

CAST: Kevin Spacey, Annette Bening, Thora Birch, Wes Bentley, Peter Gallagher, Allison Janney, Chris Cooper, Mena Suvari

DIRECTOR: Sam Mendes

SCREENWRITER: Alan Ball

RELEASED: 1999 (122 minutes)

RATED: R



American Beauty took the country by surprise and cleaned up at the Academy Awards. It won Best Picture; Sam Mendes, the English stage director, won for his film directorial debut; Conrad L. Hall took away the statue for cinematography; and Alan Ball won for screenwriter. The Best Actor Oscar went to Kevin Spacey for his much-praised performance as Lester Burnham.

Lester Burnham: suburbanite, detached, distressed, virtually dead, almost dead, finally dead. This wasn’t the first film to show the listless and bored lives of Americans who have too much and ask too little of themselves, but it might be the best. American Beauty was such a hit because it looked head-on at self-absorption. It is darkly comic, tragic, and compelling.

Annette Bening plays Lester’s wife, Carolyn, who hardly notices whether Lester is breathing or not. She just wants a perfect life, with décor to match. Her emptiness is less affecting than Lester’s because her character is drawn more like a cartoon than a person. Carolyn insists on an order and elegance at home that is as pathetic as her failed real estate career. She has managed, however, to work in a carefully orchestrated but meaningless affair with a rival realtor named Buddy (Peter Gallagher).

Nothing changes. Nothing satisfies. Nothing seems to mean anything. Well, Lester does masturbate every morning in the shower, which appears to be the only moment of the day when he verifies he’s still alive. We know he won’t be for long, because he tells us so: “I’m forty-two years old. In less than a year, I’ll be dead.” At some point in the movie, you think he will be dead because you might kill him yourself if he doesn’t get a life. You might find yourself screaming at all of them, “You’re alive, make the most of it!”

Lester and his daughter, Jane (Thora Birch), have moved from the hostility of adolescent-parent-interaction to simply no interaction. Birch is awful and extraordinary all at once. This is a story about being too comfortable or complacent to fix anything in your life.

As Lester moves through the last phase of his life, Spacey’s performance is completely riveting. New and wacky neighbors are ominous. Colonel Frank Fitts (Chris Cooper) makes our blood run cold. Wes Bentley, playing son Ricky Fitts, catches you and makes you think about all drifting kids. Allison Janney as the half-comatose wife of the insane Colonel Fitts amuses a bit now. We know she got a better job! (She’s the Emmy Award-winning actress who plays the president’s press secretary, CJ, on West Wing.) It’s comforting to see her because we know somebody got out of that setting alive.

Lester doesn’t get out of his life alive, but in a few brief months, he captures something of what it might have felt like to be alive all along. He becomes obsessed with his daughter’s high school pal Angela (Mena Suvari). She’s seductive yet still a girl. Lester isn’t oblivious to any of the implications. The point of the film isn’t whether he will bed Angela or not but that suddenly, in the most unexpected and inappropriate way, Lester’s heart finally kicks in, and something matters to him. Spacey’s closing speech grabs you every single time you watch.



EXTRAS

“Look Closer” lasts about twenty minutes and is as much about the film’s many awards as it is about how the film was made. Nonetheless, we found it fairly entertaining. It’s worth watching for the interviews with the cast and crew.

“Audio Commentary” is the standard full audio overlay with Mendes and Alan Ball but mostly Mendes. If you are a big fan of the film, you might want to choose this first as your way of getting back into the story.

The DVD contains more than one hundred story-boards with commentary by Mendes and Conrad Hall. This is technical and fascinating but probably somewhat tedious for the less than full-blown movie freak. Speaking of which, if you have a DVD-ROM player in your personal computer, pop it in and examine the screenplay itself along with some footage.






American Graffiti

CAST: Richard Dreyfuss, Ron Howard, Harrison Ford, Paul Le Mat, Charlie Martin Smith, Cindy Williams, Candy Clark, Mackenzie Phillips, Wolfman Jack (as himself)

DIRECTOR: George Lucas

SCREENWRITERS: George Lucas and Gloria Katz

RELEASED: 1973 (112 minutes)

RATED: PG



The credits are now a Who’s Who of the film industry, but thirty years ago, it was a list of talented kids with their futures ahead of them. George Lucas was still in his twenties with only one picture on his credit list, THX 1138, a science-fiction thriller that didn’t quite work. In 1973, he turned to the 1960s for a film that swept the country with the slogan “Where were you in ’62?”

Three decades later, the deceptively simple plot still satisfies everybody up and down the age ladder. In a generic California town (rather loosely based on Modesto), the kids’ hearts beat to the songs of the times. Everybody has the radio on all the time; you hear the nutty, if reassuring, ramblings of real-life disc jockey Wolfman Jack. (He’s now departed, but this film has given him an eternity he couldn’t have dreamed of having, even during a hopeful howl.)

The action takes place during one night. It’s late summer, and these kids are moving into the next phases of their lives. Some of them will go to college and move beyond this moment. Although the lives of those who stay behind undoubtedly will change, too, their perspectives may not. The characters are well drawn, making this more than a nostalgic zip through the tunes of the times. American Graffiti moves around the characters and their lives in a nonlinear way. It’s a filmic way of storytelling we’ve become so accustomed to we hardly notice it here. Yet this was a daring new technique when the young (pre-Star Wars) Lucas directed it.

Curt and Steve, played by Richard Dreyfuss and Ron Howard, are college bound. Curt, the smartest boy in school, has ambivalent feelings about leaving. Should he go? Will he be able to say goodbye to the comforts inherent in knowing your surroundings and hanging out with your buddies? Dreyfuss brings to this performance the angst of a young man but the wisdom of a far more mature actor. American Graffiti is filled with cars and cruisin’ and the culture of the automobile. This is a snapshot of American life before the killings of the Kennedys and King. The movie is about a place that existed before the reality of Born on the Fourth of July, but it could have taken place in the same town.

The kids hang out at Mel’s drive-in; its where the action is, the place to be seen in and around. There are many unpredictable turns in the film. Especially nice is Charlie Martin Smith, playing Terry the Toad, the butt of everybody’s joke, who ends up a bigger winner than you expect. It is worth noting that the music track plays virtually continuously through the film. At the time of theatrical release, it was part of the movies appeal. Interestingly, although the songs are dated, they aren’t distracting. You may find yourself singing “Sixteen Candles” or “He’s So Fine” in the shower.

If you want to get your mind off the news of this decade, go back in time and savor the foolishness, the rituals, the outsider-insider turf tensions, and the hot rods. If you’re off to a high school reunion from a mid-’60s year, consider this a refresher course. This is an American classic whose success enabled Lucas to follow his own destiny. Nonetheless, American Graffiti remains solidly a part of his own personal and cinematic history.

And what about that girl in the T-Bird? Choose your own metaphor.



EXTRAS:

The extra that matters here is the documentary entitled “The Making of American Graffiti.” It’s new material, not rehashed clips with old audio overlays. Lucas, producer Francis Ford Coppola, and most of the stars are in it. If you know the film well, or even if you don’t recall it all that well but did see it initially, watch this documentary first. It makes viewing the film again all the more enjoyable and meaningful. For those born in ’62 and beyond, though, we advise watching the film first.






An American in Paris

CAST: Gene Kelly, Leslie Caron, Oscar Levant, Nina Foch, Georges Guetary

DIRECTOR: Vincente Minnelli

SCREENWRITER: Alan Jay Lerner

RELEASED: 1951 (114 minutes)

RATED: Not rated



In 1951, Americans wanted to be happy. Why not? Hitler was vanquished. The war was over. Men were back home, and just about everybody loved Americans, even the French.

Overjoyed by victory and the end of the war, Americans flocked to theaters to see this upbeat film. The Academy also loved An American in Paris. It deservedly won lots of Oscars, including Best Picture. A special Oscar went to Gene Kelly’s choreography, which closes the film. Few remember the plot, largely because there isn’t much of one. But everybody remembers the closing ballet. Vincente Minnelli gave Kelly the freedom to try things that were daring at the time. With the combined talents of Minnelli, Kelly, writer Alan Jay Lerner, and the Gershwin brothers, it was hard to miss.

Americans lost their innocence in the horrors of World War II, but they were more than ready to get it back again in the 1950s. An American in Paris appealed to just that national mood. Kelly plays a struggling painter. Oscar Levant plays a music student. They are pals who are both in love with the same woman, hardly a fresh plot twist. Trying to take it all in stride, Levant all but immolates himself attempting to drink coffee and light a fistful of cigarettes. His charm was an acquired taste, but if you had acquired it, seeing him again has an aching sadness to it.

From the beginning, you know Kelly will dump his girlfriend (played by Nina Foch), who really isn’t very lovable. He will find true love with the younger and totally delicious Leslie Caron. Caron was already a terrific dancer but not much of an actress. Somehow this only adds to her charm; she walks right off the screen as a real-life gamine.

You want this on your “American Musical Comedy” shelf because of Kelly and Caron. You want it because we aren’t innocent any longer; the French don’t love us as much anymore; wars are everywhere; and we’ll never be able to dance with Gene Kelly. The film’s ending pas de deux with Caron and Kelly replays their entire courtship. It may be the best romantic dance sequence ever filmed. We love An American in Paris because life is hard. Actually, life was never this beautiful, even in Paris, but this film is a kind of “lets pretend” for adults.

As you might have guessed, there aren’t any extras. It’s a shame, but the restoration looks great. There are subtitles in French and English.






Annie Hall

CAST: Woody Allen, Diane Keaton, Tony Roberts, Carol Kane, Paul Simon, Shelley Duvall, Colleen Dewhurst, Christopher Walken, Donald Symington

DIRECTOR: Woody Allen

SCREENWRITERS: Woody Allen and Marshall Brickman

RELEASED: 1977 (93 minutes)

RATED: PG



Annie Hall is arguably the most successful of Woody’s neurotic love stories. It is perhaps the most autobiographical of his movies. He was living with Diane Keaton at the time the film was shot. It’s a universal love story, with a Woody Allen slant to such matters of the heart.

It’s hard to imagine anyone else as filled with romantic anxiety as Allen, but we all respond to the fragile quality of love found, love lost, and love mourned. Testimony to the films resonance is that it won the Oscar for Best Picture—in the same year Star Wars was nominated. It also won for Best Director and Best Screenplay. Keaton won for Best Actress; Allen was nominated for Best Actor.

Allen plays Alvy Singer, a Jewish comedian whose jokes are more Borscht Belt than sly urban wit. As in: Did you hear the one about the two women vacationing in the Catskills? “The food is terrible,” says one. Her friend agrees: “Yes, and the portions are so small.”

In a role that would shadow her career for years, Keaton is Annie Hall. She’s midwestern and decidedly not Jewish. She’s filled with a fresh enthusiasm for life that the jaded Alvy finds irresistible. Allen parodies Jews so ruthlessly that he can almost be forgiven for doing the same to Gentiles. His take on Jewish attributes could be branded anti-Semitic if he weren’t Jewish himself, or if he weren’t so funny. Allen’s fascination with misunderstandings between Jews and WASPs unfolds here in a particularly amusing yet realistic manner. Everyone has a favorite scene from the movie. For many, it’s the lobsters in the kitchen. For us, it’s Easter dinner with the Hall family.

Allen employs a wide array of cinematic devices in chronicling the rise and demise of the romance between Alvy and Annie. The film uses flashbacks, a split screen, animation, and other techniques to explore the feelings of the characters and the reasons their relationship finally fails. It’s a Woody Allen film, so you know it can’t last, but getting there is a good ride. In a hilarious directorial conceit, Allen employed subtitles to clue the viewer in on what is really going on in the heads of the protagonists. Some say that this is Allen’s best comedy; it surely is one that turns up on almost everybody’s list of the top hundred romantic comedies of the twentieth century.

There’s no question about the movie’s staying power. Halfway through it, you even begin to wonder why women gave up that copycat Annie Hall look, involving meticulously chosen layers of scarves, blouses, sweaters, jackets, all worn at once and appearing to be casually tossed on.

Keaton and Allen didn’t make it together in real life, either, but we have this lasting memoir of a relationship that reached a zenith both on and off the screen. We also have a treasure of an American film in which people have sustained conversations and intellectual debates about real issues. That’s almost as passé as Keaton’s layered wardrobe.
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